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Chapter 1 The Image of Social Movements: Analyzing the Visual Rhetoric of 
Environmental Justice 
During the mid-nineteenth century, numerous geological survey parties were 
dispatched to the American West in order to document the physical features of the newly 
acquired land. Professionals such as botanists, geologists, and photographers comprised 
these survey parties, and through the emerging technology of the camera, these 
photographers were able to bring to the populated spaces of the American East images of the 
geological features and botanical species of the western landscape. These photographs, in 
addition to being viewed as scientific records of the terrain, came to play a significant role in 
fostering particular ways of how the American public, government, and those in industry 
perceived the American landscape, a perception which subsequently became the guiding 
principle for the early stages of the American environmental movement. The photographs of 
Yosemite by Carleton Watkins, for example, were used to help create the legislative agenda 
that set aside the land around Yosemite Valley, California, for "public use, resort, and 
recreation" (De Luca and Demo 242). While lending to the success of the early efforts of 
environmentalism, the images also set the stage for the contemporary environmental efforts 
designed to preserve select unique and pristine wilderness areas. 
Many of the early landscape images of America captured those spaces where 
civilization had not yet left its mark (Figure 1.1). 
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Figure 1.1 Carleton Watkins Mt. Star King, Yosemite #69 
The motives underlying the desire to protect such pristine areas rested not just in the natural, 
scenic beauty of these undisturbed parcels of land but also the cultural belief that these places 
offered a respite away from civilization and a place for "artistic inspiration, spiritual awe, 
emotional succor, and so on" (De Luca and Demo 254). The absence of any signs of culture 
in the images by Watkins and other nineteenth century landscape photographers equates to 
what Clark et al have termed a "landscape aesthetic in which the most distinguishing feature 
of the American landscape is the general absence of marks of civilization" (278). The visual 
landscape aesthetic of distinguishing the populated from the uninhabited spaces and 
associating those wilderness spaces with spiritual and emotional responses has continued into 
the twentieth century as evident in the images of such photographers as Ansel Adams and 
Elliot Porter. The ubiquity of this landscape aesthetic has, in many respects, constrained the 
ability of those seeking to visually raise awareness to the issues of environmental degradation 
occurring in the populated areas of the country. 
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While magnificent art and photography helped sustain the impulse to preserve the 
wilderness, it had the unfortunate result of defining environment as an ex-urban 
phenomenon separate from most people's daily lives. From a graphic standpoint, the 
urban environment was a lost cause. (Dowie 20) 
During the late twentieth century, however, the myopic environmentalist vision would be 
challenged as a novel visual vocabulary emerged which sought to raise awareness of the 
plight of the urban landscape. 
In 1952, Love Canal, a navigational channel located close to Buffalo, New York, was 
abandoned and filled with dirt. Shortly thereafter, homes and schools were built on the 
landfill. The residents of this new community were unaware that underneath their homes, 
streets, and schools were thousands of drums of toxic waste, disposed and buried in the canal 
by Hooker Chemical. After a period of heavy rains, the landfill became saturated with water, 
and the wastes, which had begun to leak from the eroding barrels, surfaced in the yards and 
homes of the residents. By the summer of 1978, Love Canal, due largely to the significant 
media coverage of the leaking barrels and contaminated land, became engrained in the 
American public consciousness. In his analysis of the media coverage of Love Canal, 
Andrew Szasz argues that the images of Love Canal placed the problem of environmental 
and industrial hazards into the forefront of the American environmental consciousness. 
Instrumental to bringing the issue of toxins into the American public's environmental 
consciousness, according to Szasz, was that hazardous and industrial wastes were well suited 
to visual presentation, especially in terms of the emergence of a visual culture that sought 
"disorder stories" or images of disasters and victims. "Hazardous waste struggles were rich 
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in possibilities for great visuals: sinister piles of drums, discolored pools of water, angry 
community meetings, distraught parents" (Szasz 41). Riding the attention generated by the 
events of Love Canal, a new arm of the American environmentalist movement, the anti­
toxins movement, took shape. Central to the evolution of the anti-toxins movement was the 
realization that certain populations were more likely to face the effects of pollutants and 
industrial hazards. Several studies showed that people of color and those of lesser income 
and educational status were more likely to be affected by the production and disposal of toxic 
chemicals (Dowie 145-46, see also Bullard). As a result of these studies, the threats from 
industrial hazards became more than a health issue. The hazards from toxics were now 
embedded within the larger social and political issues of race and socio economics as well. 
From the growing awareness that certain segments of the population were 
disproportionately exposed to industrial toxins and pollutants, the environmental justice 
movement subsequently emerged and sought to further expand the public's understanding of 
the hazards of toxins and pollutants along more specific lines of inquiry. As Novotny notes: 
In seeing environmental problems as connected to issues of social justice, the 
environmental justice movement has redefined "enviroranentalism," particularly in 
terms of cultivating an understanding of the environment as seen through the 
experiences of low-income and predominately African American and Latino 
communities. (137) 
The need to "cultivate an understanding" is driven by the assertion that individuals from 
these economic classes have not been granted full participation in the communicative 
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processes that are meant to address the risks from industrial toxins and pollutants. In some 
instances, industry has been unwilling to fully communicate all the information that pertains 
to any health effects resulting from their practices. And since the issue of toxins is often cast 
in scientific and technical discourse, residents who live alongside the fenceline of many 
industries often lack the rhetorical competence needed to publicly voice their concerns. One 
of the primary functions of the environmental justice movement is therefore to contest the 
communication practices used to assess the health effects of toxins so that an understanding 
of what these residents face can be made more publicly available and accessible. 
In challenging the status afforded to scientific and technical discourse, the movement 
seeks to expand the sphere of communication so that alternative rhetorical resources can be 
used to convey an understanding of the issues that individuals inhabiting these toxic spaces 
often face. As Di Chiro suggests, what is new about the environmental justice movement is 
not the "elevated environmental consciousness" of its members but the ways that it is 
"transforming the possibilities for fundamental social and environmental change through 
processes of redefinition, reinvention, and construction of innovative political and cultural 
discourses and practices" (Di Chiro Environmental Justice 107). The emphasis the 
environmental justice movement places on challenging existing communicative practices 
offers scholars of rhetoric a vibrant area of inquiry, yet as De Poe and others have noted, 
scholars in rhetoric have failed to fully integrate studies of the environmental justice 
movement into the growing body of scholarship pertaining to environmental rhetoric (Depoe 
370, see also Pezzullo Performing). Moreover, given the emerging interest in visual rhetoric 
and the long association of the visual with environmentalism, I contend that additional 
scholarly attention must be paid to the role of visual rhetoric in advancing the causes of 
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contemporary environmentalism. While scholars in rhetoric have devoted some attention to 
the study of the visual and its influence on environmentalism, these studies, for the most part, 
have focused on the mainstream and canonical image. The work of De Luca and Demo as 
well as that of Wickliffe offer useful insight for understanding the formative stages of 
environmental photography that emerged from the nineteenth century photographic surveys. 
And Clarke et al provide beneficial insight into the development of a visual culture that 
materialized because of specific nineteenth century pictorial practices of representation and 
cultural and political practices as well. If, as many state, the visual plays an increasing role 
in shaping attitudes and beliefs in contemporary society, then it becomes imperative to 
devote scholarly attention to how the visual operates as a rhetorical resource in political 
discourse and in public issues such as environmental justice. 
Driven by the need to better understand the environmental justice movement and the 
role of visual rhetoric in advancing the concerns of the movement, my study attempts to 
answer the following question: How do visuals, particularly photographic images, perform 
the work of the environmental justice movement? In its efforts to challenge existing 
communicative practices, the environmental justice movement finds itself engaged in 
contesting what McGee refers to as ideographs, those "figures of thought and one-word 
summaries of one aspect of a people's historic ideology" 
(www, mcgees. net/fragments/terms. html#sectP. Di Chiro, while not directly employing 
McGee's terminology, lists a number of ideographs challenged by the movement, including 
"nature," "environment," "justice," and "expertise" (108). By focusing on the industrial and 
often economically depressed areas of the country, the movement has extended the cause of 
environmentalism beyond preserving visions of pristine wilderness. Additionally, the 
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movement has challenged the belief that scientific and technical expertise is the most rational 
and inclusive approach to assess and discuss issues of toxic pollution. Taking the two terms 
of environment and expertise as a starting point for my study, I explore the ways in which the 
visual rhetoric of the movement challenges two ideographs, sustainable development and 
open communication, both of which have particular relevance to rhetoric and communication 
studies. 
First, I explore the means by which the visual rhetoric of the environmental justice 
movement contests the contemporary concept of sustainable development, a belief prevalent 
in industrial practice and which has become a frequent component in corporate 
communication. The environmental justice movement attempts to challenge industry's 
assertion that a balance can be achieved between the desire for profits and the desire for a 
healthy environment. Second, I explore the means by which the movement challenges the 
open communication practices sponsored by industry, practices which the movement sees as 
not necessarily fostering a dialogue but rather promoting a one-way approach to 
communication that limits the viability of public participation. Markowitz and Rosner note 
that "it is a tenet of democracy that citizens should have full access to information so that 
they can make informed decisions about policies that affect their lives" (3). Yet when it 
comes to the communication practices pertaining to toxins, citizens often lack the needed 
information and lack the access to participate in matters concerning their lives. 
Understanding the Visual Rhetoric of Social Movements 
During the last decade, the term visual rhetoric has gained considerable currency in 
rhetorical studies as scholars have undertaken a variety of projects geared toward generating 
an appreciation of the rhetorical and persuasive quality of visuals. The scholarship in visual 
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rhetoric is marked by the study of a wide range of visual artifacts—-maps, graphs, 
photographs, advertisements—as well as the use of a wide range of methods used to analyze 
these various artifacts. The environmental justice movement uses a variety of visual 
artifacts, including the visual display of quantitative data, yet the majority of visual artifacts 
analyzed in my study are photographs, and subsequently the analytical framework for 
exploring the rhetoric of these visuals is grounded, in large part, in the scholarship on the 
rhetoric of photography. I argue that the visuals operate rhetorically by bringing to 
awareness certain issues and understandings relevant to environmental hazards that 
prevailing rhetorical practices neglect. More specifically, the visuals put forth by the 
movement make salient aspects of environmental health that are not advanced by those 
practices associated with scientific and technical approaches to assessing and addressing 
matters relating to toxins. The visuals thus function in a democratic sense by offering a 
rhetorical resource to those engaged in the cause of environmental justice and provide a 
means by which the movement and the public can insert their own knowledge and rationality 
into discussions pertaining to environmental health. 
The method of analysis I advance draws from recent scholarship on visual argument. 
Birdsell and Groarke maintain that "any account of visual argumentation must identify how 
we can a) identify the internal elements of a visual image and b) understand the contexts in 
which images are interpreted" (8). In the critical approach advanced in my study, I propose 
that an account of visual rhetoric must include a means to a) identify the meaning constructed 
through the elements of the image, b) identify the meaning constructed through the 
interaction of the image and accompanying written text, and c) identify the relation of visual 
and verbal discourses that exist external to the specific image and text under study and how 
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these discourses shape the meaning of the image and text under investigation. Each of these 
three areas of analysis contributes to an understanding of how visuals function rhetorically, 
yet I maintain that the full extent of the rhetorical nature of images used by the environmental 
justice movement can be best understood by incorporating all three levels of analysis. 
Constructing Meaning Through the Individual Elements of the Image 
In many photographs, one can find a number of elements or objects that have been 
included in the picture such as natural landmarks, persons, or buildings. One of the major 
goals to understanding the workings of the visual of social movements is to consider the 
relevance of the captured elements and how the arrangement and composition of these 
elements constructs meaning. I suggest that the rhetorical concepts of presence and salience 
can be used to understand how the composition of the elements in an image constructs 
meaning. Intended for the study of traditional forms of rhetoric, Perelman's concept of 
presence, nonetheless, has relevance to visual rhetoric, and especially to the practice of 
photography. Perelman notes that 
What an audience accepts forms a body of opinion, convictions, and commitments 
that is both vast and indeterminate. From this body, the orator must select certain 
elements on which he focuses attention by endowing them, as it were, with 
"presence." This does not mean that the elements left out are completely ignored, but 
they are pushed into the background. (1088) 
Charles Hill clarifies Perelman's concept of presence, hinting that certain resources are 
available to the rhetor in order to endow certain elements with presence or salience. 
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The challenge for a rhetor defending any particular position or forwarding any 
particular proposal is to make the elements in the situation that are supportive of that 
position or proposal stand out for the audience members, to make these elements 
more salient and memorable. (28) 
Understanding the meaning of individual photographs through the theoretical lens of 
presence and salience thus requires identifying how certain elements in the image are made 
salient and memorable. Through various compositional effects, such as placement in the 
foreground or background, contrasts in tone and size, and differences in sharpness, certain 
elements in the visual can be emphasized or given salience (Kress and van Leeuwen 183). 
Identifying the salient element through these specific compositional effects is, however, just 
the first step in understanding the meaning of the image. Even though a viewer may initially 
attend to a specific individual element in the image, the meaning that is subsequently 
constructed is a result of visually identifying and subsequently understanding the relationship 
among the salient element or object and the other elements in the photograph. 
Consider, for example, the image in Figure 1.2, taken from Sharon Stewart's photo­
essay titled "Toxic Tour of Texas." Prior to exploring the composition of the photograph and 
the individual elements the image contains, I need to note that I have deliberately omitted the 
caption and text that accompanies the image. At this point, I solely want to emphasize the 
method of understanding images by way of identifying how a photograph works by 
generating salience and presence. 
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Figure 1.2 From Sharon Stewart's "Toxic Tour of Texas" 
Looking at the image, my attention is initially directed at the man or woman, not the other 
elements in the photograph such as the fence or roof of the house. The salience of the man 
and woman emerges from their placement in the frame and the pose and actions of both that 
the photograph has captured. I first look at the woman, situated in the center of the image. 
Then, curious as to where her gaze is fixed, I subsequently shift my gaze away from her so 
that my eyes become focused on the blurred figure of the man attempting to walk. My eye, 
drawn into the photograph by the woman's pose and placement, enters the middle of the 
image. My eyes subsequently follow her line of sight to the other salient element in the 
image, the man attempting to walk. Yet the salient quality of the woman extends beyond her 
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centered placement in the image. My identification with the woman involves more than 
sharing the same gaze. 
Her worried expression and her tightly clenched hands folded in prayer-like manner 
indicate her emotional investment in the man's attempt to walk. The persuasiveness of the 
image rests in whether my emotional investment coincides with the woman's captured 
pathos. In their interpretation of a photograph of the 1970 shootings at Kent State 
University, Harriman and Lucaites state: 
The question that arises is whether the overall design of the image makes any one of 
the figures more appealing than the others. The answer comes not from a grammar of 
visual design, but rather from the nature of emotional identification. Instead of 
making one or another figure the basis for identification, the emotional structure of 
the event is constructed out of their relationships to one another. (14) 
Through the visual design, specifically the placement of the elements in the image, I was able 
to initially identify a connection between the man and woman. Yet the significance of their 
connection becomes more specific when I identify the woman's pathos, constructed through 
her captured pose as she watches the man's efforts to walk. 
In addition to the various compositional devices such as the placement of an element 
in the center of the image or the use of contrast and shading, the salience of an individual 
element and the overall image can also become manifest through the ability to capture and 
subsequently generate vivid emotions. Hill, again referring to the work of Pereleman and 
Olbrechts-Tyteca, notes the connection of emotion to the concept of presence and writes that 
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several verbal forms can be used to increase the presence of an object, idea or person, 
but the desired element receives the greatest amount of presence from being directly 
perceived; an object or person is most present to us when we see it directly. (29) 
According to Hill, the ability to provide an element with presence is most effectively 
achieved by making the element and object directly visible. In Figure 1.2,1 can see, through 
the clutched pair of hands and the fecial expression, the emotion embodied by the woman. 
Through various compositional devices—the placement of the man and woman, the woman's 
pos which encompasses her clutched hands and concerned look, and the man's blurred 
action—I am able to generate an understanding of the image in which I identify with a 
woman's concern over a man's inability to perform the normal act of walking. Using the 
same image, I now want to turn to the second component of my method to consider how the 
text, including the caption and other immediate words, further advance the meaning that is 
generated through the individual elements alone. 
Understanding Meaning Through the Interaction of the Image and Accompanying 
Written Word 
The visuals examined in my study are all situated within various forms of 
communication. As a result, in order to understand the persuasive function of the visuals I 
must acknowledge how the images are positioned within these various forms of 
communication, including the relationship of the visuals to corresponding words and text. In 
this regard, I am analyzing the image/text, an approach advanced by Mitchell and which 
seeks to move beyond simply identifying the differences between words and images. Instead, 
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an analysis of the image/text is informed by the desire to explore how words and images are 
juxtaposed, blended, or separated (Mitchell 91). The relevance of including the juxtaposition 
of the word and image becomes evident when considering the written caption that 
accompanies the photograph in figure 1.2. 
Under the photograph, Stewart provides a caption that describes the scene and which 
also offers a brief medical diagnosis of the man, John Bell, pictured in the photograph. The 
caption, which reads, "John Bell Attempting Tandem Walk With His Wife. Diagnosed with 
Cerebellum Degeneration and Peripheral Neuropathy," informs me that the woman in the 
photograph is the man's wife. No longer are the figures just a man and woman. And no 
longer is my emotional identification just with a woman. I now come to understand the 
emotions of the woman through the interpretative frame of all the emotions that are a part of 
the institution of marriage. Furthermore, my interpretation is guided by recognizing the 
emotions involved in those particular situations where one partner may be facing a serious 
health condition. Subsequently I, as a viewer of the image, am able to identify the emotions 
being expressed by John Bell's wife. 
Stewart also offers a brief medical diagnosis of John Bell, and I can begin to 
understand more specifically the source of his wife's anguish. In many respects, the image 
by Stewart captures a "decisive moment" in the lives of John Bell and his wife. Bell's pose 
is similar to that of the tight-rope walker, one foot in front of the other, his arms outstretched 
to help his balance. The physical effects of his degenerative cerebellum become evident 
through a specific photographic technique. By slowing the shutter speed of a camera, objects 
in motion are presented as blurred and out of focus in the final print. The more extensive the 
movement when the photograph is taken, the more exaggerated is the blurred object in the 
image. The severity of Bell's condition becomes evident in the extent to which his image is 
blurred and out of focus. 
Yet my emotional identification with John Bell and his wife extends beyond the 
concern initially conveyed by the image once I read the accompanying text. Stewart offers, 
through the words of John Bell, insight into the cause of his health problems. 
If the workers at Pantex are more educated, they would refuse to do some of these 
things. I would have refused had I known. If people know it would cause sickness, 
they are not going to step up and say 'Here, take my life!' 
(John Bell, From "Toxic Tour of Texas") 
From the standpoint of John Bell, his neurological condition is attributable to his work at 
Pantex, a local industry. The cause of his illness is not simply due to Bell's work with 
hazardous material, however. Instead, the cause of Bell's condition and his wife's emotional 
anguish is the company's refusal to "educate" its workers. The medical condition and the 
resulting emotion expressed in the image are due to the company's unwillingness to 
communicate the possible harm that may occur to its employees. The image/text thus 
operates as a means to critique the communication practices of industry and call into question 
the beliefs that are associated with the ideograph of democracy. Recall, the primary 
association of the term democracy that I am working with in this study: "it is a tenet of 
democracy that citizens should have full access to information so that they can make 
informed decisions about policies that affect their lives." Clearly, John Bell had little access 
to information, and if he had, as he readily admits, his life would have been different. 
Subsequently, the image/text makes salient the communicative practices of industry and 
makes present the physical as well as the emotional effects that such practices have on 
working class citizens such as John Bell and his wife. When including the accompanying 
text in an interpretation of the image, the photograph becomes more than just a display of the 
emotions of a woman and the efforts of a man to walk. The captured action and emotion 
becomes situated within a specific context, one which offers insight into reasons behind the 
emotion and physical action in the image. 
Understanding Meaning Through Visual and Verbal Discourses that Exist Externally 
to the Image/Text Under Study 
The meaning of a photograph is not just constructed through the compositional and 
emotional effects of elements in the image, nor is it simply constructed through an interaction 
of the image and any accompanying caption or written text. Meaning is additionally 
generated by the relation of the image/text to external images and texts that circulate in a 
culture. The third component of my method of analysis therefore involves an exploration of 
how the specific image/text under study draws from and reappropriates the conventions, 
emotions, and meanings in existing visuals and texts that are external to the specific 
image/text of the environmental justice movement under analysis. In large part, the third 
component of my method of analysis requires attending to the workings of visual culture, 
defined by Birdsell and Groarke as those "cultural conventions of vision that include what it 
means to see, or to represent seeing, as well as the changes in the meaning of the particular 
elements of visual vocabulary (7). The concept of transtextuality can be elicited to help 
clarify how visual culture contributes to the persuasiveness of an image. Drawing from 
Genette, Helmers and Hill equate transtexuality to intertextuality, defining it as "all that sets 
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a text in a relationship, either obvious or concealed, as with other texts" (14). For example, 
understanding a contemporary landscape image requires attending to the ways in which the 
image draws from the visual vocabulary of a culture, specifically the common landscape 
aesthetic that pictures nature as separate from any traces of civilization. In addition to its 
relation to the existing set of visual conventions, the contemporary landscape image may also 
be interpreted through its kinship with external written texts as well An image by Ansel 
Adams, for instance, may be seen as sharing the visual conventions advanced by Watkins and 
other survey photographers. The image by Adams may also be interpreted by framing the 
image with various external written texts by writers such as Thoreau, Emerson, and Muir. In 
this case, the landscape image by Adams becomes a spiritual and emotional experience with 
the land. 
In the opening paragraphs of this chapter, I noted the persistent landscape aesthetic of 
picturing the pristine which is often associated with the efforts of the mainstream American 
environmental movement. In their attempts to promote the notion of sustainable 
development, industry often draws from and appropriates the visual conventions traditionally 
aligned with mainstream environmentalism. The environmental justice movement, in its 
efforts to challenge corporate visions of sustainability, thus often finds itself contesting these 
same visual conventions. In his analysis of the images of Love Canal, Szasz finds that 
The most frequent, most persistent images throughout these news stories were of 
community lands (school yard, suburban field, backyards) that ought to be green, 
vibrant with suburban/domesticated vegetation, but instead show only sparse, half-
dead plant cover, punctuated with holes filled with unnatural-looking chemical soup; 
house yards and basements invaded by chemical ooze; disrupted neighborhood life, a 
closed school, boarded-up homes, mass blood testing; families packing and moving; 
protest signs on houses; worried housewives and mothers. (44) 
In some images of Love Canal that appeared on television and in periodicals, the poisoning 
of the homes is made salient through photographs of colorful but toxic chemicals leaking and 
seeping from barrels and drums. In another approach, the images of the community seem to 
"signify 'normalcy,' but in fact, signify the opposite, through the voice-over narration" 
(Szasz 43). For example, one image captures a boy riding a bicycle through a residential 
street, but the narration expresses concerns over rising rates of birth defects and health 
problems. 
The image of the boy on the bicycle and the voiced narration cited by Szasz conveys 
its meaning through perspective by incongruity, a rhetorical device in which "two previously 
unconnected things are placed together in ways that transfer meanings and revise 
perceptions" (Paystrup 177). Paystrup adds that perspective by incongruity is "a serious 
method for holding traditional views up to their opposites, to overcome the limitations a 
classification places on us" (183). The image of the boy on the bicycle can be seen as 
expressing traditional views and values of American suburban life. Suburban neighborhoods 
and homes, far removed from the ills and hazards of the city, are traditionally perceived as 
places that should be pristine and safe. And in the image of the boy and his bike, these 
traditional views seem to apply. Yet the traditional views of suburban life suggested in the 
image become contested when hearing the information offered in the narration. The viewer 
is presented with a traditional and iconic scene, yet because of the incongruity between the 
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image and the narration some doubts emerge as to the validity of certain traditional and 
cultural views in modern society. The viewer is left to question whether the traditional 
values and beliefs associated with a representative image of suburban American life still 
remain valid in a time when pollutants and toxins are encroaching on numerous 
environments. 
The importance of including visual culture in my analysis is informed by the need to 
recognize how previous images, existing visual conventions, and external written texts are 
used as a source for invention and critique. The appropriation of existing images, texts and 
conventions as resources to invent new images and beliefs and critique existing beliefs is best 
explained by considering how icons operate in American society and how the beliefs 
embodied by certain icons are subsequently appropriated for different functions. In addition 
to the traditional icons of landscape images, the visual rhetoric of the environmental justice 
movement is also in a dialogue with other images in the collective memory of American 
culture. Below is the iconic photograph by Dorothea Lange of the migrant worker and her 
children from 1936 (Figure 1.3). 
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Figure 1.3 Migrant Mother. The Great Depression 
According to Hariman and Lucaites, the "Migrant Mother" is an icon, an image "recognized 
by everyone, understood to be representations of historically significant events, and which 
activates strong emotional identification or response" (7). Because of its mass circulation 
through the media and press, its ability to record a particularly relevant event, and its 
association with specific cultural values, the image becomes highly recognizable and a part 
of cultural memory. 
Since the development of mass media, images disseminated in connection with 
newsworthy events become attached to the event in the form of cultural remembering. 
.. Such images are regarded as encapsulating a critical moment in history, the social 
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imaginary of a persona, a critical historical condition, or the social values and effects 
that attend the moment. (Edwards 179) 
A viewer may be able to draw from memory and subsequently equate the icon with the 
specific historical moment captured. Moreover, the viewer may subsequently identify with 
the emotion being expressed or the emotion being induced by the icon. 
Yet the visual conventions of the icon and the cultural values and emotions embedded 
in the image are not constrained to that specific photograph and historical place and time. As 
Edwards explains, "it is not unusual for iconic images to be reappropriated to new contexts, 
creating analogies that recall past moments and suggest future possibilities" (179). Icons, 
because of their ability to communicate culturally recognized values and emotions through 
culturally accepted and recognized visual conventions, are inventive resources for future 
photographers. The conventions icons embody and employ become part of visual culture and 
provide the visual vocabulary and rhetorical resources to evoke or contest certain designated 
responses. Consider the image in Figure 1.4 and its relation to the "Migrant Mother." 
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Figure 1.4 Lois Gibbs and Her Daughter 
Similar to Figure 1.3, the facial expression of the mother draws the viewer's attention to the 
photograph. In Figure 1.4, Gibbs' right arm, along with her daughter's left arm, help frame 
the expression of not only Gibbs' face but of her daughter's as well. In Figure 1.3, the arm of 
the migrant mother directs the viewer's attention to the emotions on her face. As such, the 
composition of the image and the captured pose of those in the image help frame the 
emotional quality of the photograph. The conventions of portraiture, framing Gibb's from 
the waist up, further ensures that the viewer's attention is on the emotions expressed by the 
mother and daughter. 
Such conventions of portraiture represent for Barthes, a "'historical grammar' of 
iconographie connotation" whose material is found in "painting, theater, association of ideas, 
stock metaphors, that is to say, precisely in culture" (22). The historical grammar and code 
of interpretation evident in Figure 1.3 and Figure 1.4 includes the ways in which the arms 
and hands are used to frame the salient aspect of the images, specifically, the emotions 
expressed in the faces of those in the images. And while the visual codes and conventions 
may help to identify the facial expressions, it is also important to note that both images are of 
a mother and child. What distinguishes the photograph of Gibbs and her daughter from the 
message conveyed in the "Migrant Mother" is the inclusion of the boarded house in the 
background of the Gibbs' portrait. The suburban home of Gibbs has been boarded up as a 
result of the discovery of the leaking toxins. Displaced from her home because of the effects 
of industrial hazards and the practices of industry, Gibbs thus becomes the contemporary 
vision of the Migrant Mother and the emotional symbol of the failure of sustainable 
development. 
The three components of my analytical method—understanding the individual 
elements in an image, understanding the relation between the image and accompanying 
written caption and text, and understanding the relation among the specific image/text and 
other external images and written texts—provides the means by which to study the visual 
rhetoric of the environmental justice movement in a comprehensive manner. Visuals 
function rhetorically in a number of ways and neglecting or prizing one of the components I 
have outlined would limit an understanding of the various means used by the environmental 
justice movement to challenge conceptions of sustainability and to advance a more 
democratic communicative practice with respect to issues of toxicity. The images of John 
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Bell and his wife and of Lois Gibbs and her daughter discussed in this chapter are just two 
examples of the ways in which visual rhetoric is used to raise awareness of the hazards and 
effects of industrial practice. In the following pages, I turn to an analysis of how visual 
rhetoric, as seen through the three components of analysis just outlined, constructs specific 
perceptions of the key ideographs of sustainable development and democratic participation 
with respect to communications pertaining to toxins and pollutants. In Chapter Two, I 
explore the construction of the beliefs of sustainability and democratic participation through 
the visual rhetoric of various corporations and industries. In Chapters Three, I turn to an 
analysis of the visual rhetoric of the environmental justice movement to identify how the 
movement challenges industry's vision and practices of sustainability. Chapter Four includes 
a study of the visual rhetoric of the environmental movement as it seeks to contest the belief 
that the public is adequately informed and engaged in matters pertaining to toxins advanced 
by industry. My analysis in Chapter Four also includes a discussion of how the visual 
rhetoric of the movement attempts to revise the communication practices of industry, 
practices that often privilege scientific and technical discourse and subsequently characterize 
other forms of discourse as irrational And in Chapter Five, I draw from the earlier chapters 
of this study to suggest a productive space and role for visual rhetoric in matters pertaining to 
environmental health and political discourse. I argue that the visual rhetoric of the 
environmental justice movement is grounded in its own form of rationality and thus offers 
the means by which to contest conceptions of public discourse and visual rhetoric as 
irrational and overly reliant on emotion and spectacle. 
Chapter 2 Experts, Balance, and information: Corporate Communication in an Age of 
Sustainability 
In Chapter One I introduced several of the key constructs relevant to my study. First, 
I view social movements, including the environmental justice movement, as rhetorical 
activities that attempt to contest and revise existing communication practices and beliefs 
aligned with certain ideographs. Any effort to analyze the rhetoric of a social movement, 
therefore, requires an understanding of the communicative norms and cultural beliefs being 
contested. As Cathcart argues, an effective analysis of social movements needs to consider 
the "dialectical enjoinment" between the movement's rhetoric and established 
communication practices (87). Following Cathcart's methodological suggestion, I turn, in 
this chapter, to an analysis of the communication practices and visions of sustainable 
development that the environmental justice movement seeks to challenge. The method of 
analysis I outlined in Chapter One includes understanding the ways I which the individual 
elements of the image construct meaning, how the image and text construct meaning, and 
how the immediate image and text interact with other external images and text to construct 
meaning. These same levels of analysis can also be used to come to an understanding of the 
visual rhetoric of industry. 
In this chapter, I draw from the method laid out in Chapter One to analyze three 
specific forms of corporate communication that influence public perception on the notions of 
sustainable development and democratic participation. First, I explore the prevailing 
conception that the use of scientific knowledge and technical communication is the most 
appropriate means to inform the public as to the possible ill-effects caused by pollutants. In 
many instances, corporate efforts to alleviate concerns about potential risks from pollutants 
are communicated through the use of expert knowledge, objective measurements, and 
quantifiable data. This approach to risk, often deemed as the technocratic approach, is 
viewed by many in industry, the medical community, and the scientific and engineering 
professions as the most rational way to debate and discuss the potential harms that may result 
from certain industrial practices. However, only those with the expertise and field-specific 
knowledge of the scientific methods used to acquire and interpret the measurements and data 
are deemed as capable of understanding and communicating the truth about the issues. 
Limiting the participation only to those who have the sanctioned level of expertise thus raises 
questions as to the democratic nature of such communication practices. 
In addition to analyzing the objective and expert-driven approach to risk 
communication, I also explore efforts by corporations to advance the concept of sustainable 
development. Corporations promoting a vision of sustainable development, a vision in which 
the motives of industry coincide with the desires of environmentalists, do so by attempting to 
reconcile their economic motives and desire for profits with a commitment and concern for 
ecological and social wellbeing. Corporate communications frequently convey the assertion 
that a successful balance can be attained between the motives that drive industrial practices 
and the concerns that motivate environmentalism. The concept of sustainable development is 
evident not just in communications such as corporate reports, but it is also a major theme 
found in contemporary corporate advertising campaigns. In constructing corporate identity 
and corporate efforts devoted to sustainable development, advertisements, as Diane Hope 
asserts, 
perform one of the great rhetorical achievements of the commodity culture by 
rendering invisible the basic production processes of resource use and depletion, toxic 
omissions, and disposal of waste necessary for the continuous production and 
consumption of goods. (162) 
In various corporate communications and advertisements, industry constructs a vision of the 
environment in which little to no visible traces of industrial practices are evident. These 
corporate communications construct a vision of corporate activity that draws from the visual 
conventions of mainstream environmental images and scenes of the American landscape. 
Again, drawing from Cathcart's assertion that social movements are engaged in a dialectical 
form of confrontation, I offer in the remaining pages of this chapter an analysis of the 
communication practices and beliefs of one member in the conversation on toxins, 
specifically the voice and vision of industry. The ways in which corporations privilege 
certain forms of expertise, how corporations view the sharing of information about toxins and 
pollutants, and how corporations communicate a vision of the balance between 
industrialization and environmentalism become the central practices and discourses that that 
the environmental justice movement seeks to challenge and redefine. 
The Expert and Technological Construction of Risk 
While scholars such as Szasz note the importance of the images of Love Canal in 
introducing the effects of toxins and pollutants to a mass audience, others attribute the 
emergence of public awareness to toxins and pollutants to the writings of Rachel Carson, 
specifically with respect to her commercially successful book, Silent Spring. Yet prior to 
Carson, social activists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were questioning 
the paradigm of progress as the ill-effects of a seemingly uncontrolled urbanization and 
industrialization became increasingly evident. One of the more notable of these activists, 
especially in terms of garnering attention to the effects and perils of industrial waste, was 
Alice Hamilton, who Robert Gottlieb describes as the "country's first great urban/industrial 
environmentalist" (47). Hamilton, along with other social activists of the early twentieth 
century, argued that the instances of various health problems were caused by polluted air and 
drinking water and that these health problems were, in fact, due to the by-products of 
industrialization. Central to the work of social activists such as Hamilton was the belief in 
the ability of science to study and remedy the ill-effects caused by industrial pollutants. The 
reliance on science subsequently led to a sanctioned form of inquiry and various professional 
fields began to emerge such as industrial toxicology and public health (Buell 43). During the 
early decades of the twentieth century, a professional culture devoted to issues of public 
health took shape in which "physicians and other trained specialists sought to use science 
exclusively to deal with disease and other health problems," and the reliance on this 
professional culture of expertise served to validate "professional associations and science and 
engineering-based approaches in the new environmental arenas of air pollution control, 
sanitation, and water quality" (Gottlieb 57). Scientific methods were thus deemed as the 
most rational and accurate way to assess, define, and resolve the dangers posed by toxins and 
pollutants, and thus debates over risks from environmental and industrial hazards became 
situated within this particular Foucaultian "regime of truth." 
Still today, the use of science and technology to assess and address the risks from 
toxins and pollutants remains a central communicative and political norm, and, as many 
scholars of risk communication note, the technocratic approach is perceived by many as the 
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most rational approach to communicating the potential risks and health effects to the public 
(Juanillo and Scherer, Katz and Miller, Heath, Rimai et al, Grabill and Simmons, Waddell). 
In fact, the rationality of the technocratic approach to risk communication can be seen as 
approximating the norms of argument associated with formal logic in that a series of major 
and minor premises are used to determine the danger that a pollutant or toxin may pose. The 
technocratic approach to risk first "deals with risk estimates, whether they are appropriately 
tolerable, and then with risk consequences, whether ingesting or breathing chemicals emitted 
by plants harms people and other organisms" (Heath 257). A major premise is put forth, 
specifically a norm that establishes the amount of toxins and pollutants that are deemed 
acceptable. Once this norm or estimate is established, measurements can then be collected at 
specific sites to determine if the collected quantities fall above or below the established 
normal levels. Once this comparison has been performed, a conclusion can be reached to 
determine whether the levels of emissions at the selected site are potentially harmful. 
The formal process of assessing risk can be seen in the excerpt from the "Air 
Monitoring .. .Norco" a newsletter circulated by the Shell/Norco refinery in Norco, 
Louisiana (Figure 2.1). In an effort to respond to local residents who had voiced some 
concerns with respect to the quality of the air around the Norco refinery, the company 
collected air samples from various areas in the local community to determine the levels of 
emissions. 
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Figure 2.1 From Air Monitoring. . .Norco Newsletter(3) 
Shell's communication of the air quality, as represented in Figure 2.1, follows the risk 
estimate, comparison, and consequence pattern identified above. Air samples were collected 
in various areas in Norco illustrating Shell's attempt to perform sound science by testing in 
more than one area of the community. The quantities of particulates collected in the Norco 
area were then plotted and compared to average annual releases in other cities. The argument 
that the air collected in Norco is within tolerable limits and poses no health consequences is 
subsequently constructed through the comparison. 
The comparison of the quantities of particulates has much more significance when 
considering the larger rhetorical situation in which the communication by Shell operates. 
Many of the citizens of Norco who live alongside the Shell/Norco petrochemical plant have 
consistently made attempts to link the emissions from the refineries with local incidences of 
cancer. The residents sought to draw support for their assertions from a study sponsored by 
Greenpeace which indicated that deaths linked to cancer in specific areas of Louisiana, 
including the Norco area, were twice the national average (Roberts and Toffolon-Weiss 47). 
Shell's strategy to compare the emission releases within Norco to other cities can thus be 
seen as an attempt to counter the assumption that emissions from their facility are the cause 
of local health problems. According to the data released by Shell, the air in Norco contains 
less particulates than cities such as Burbank, California, and Houston, Texas. If the 
emissions from Shell's plant were the cause of the rise in cancer rates then the rates of cancer 
in cities such as Burbank and Houston would potentially show similar if not higher rates of 
illness than those reported in Norco. This same pattern of inference would also lead one to 
believe that the cancer rates in cities such as Midland, Michigan, and Pawtucket, Rhode 
Island, should be comparable to Norco because of the similarity in air quality. 
The communication by Shell exemplifies the emphasis that risk communication often 
places on technical and scientific expertise. Those who have the ability to set the norms and 
estimates of acceptable levels of toxins and those who have the tools and resources to collect 
the samples are granted a privileged position in disseminating information. In their analysis 
of risk communication, Rimai et al. contend that "the communication of risk typically 
involves senders at the institutional or societal level and receivers at the individual level 
(321). The "senders" typically convey information in their role as scientific experts, and the 
example of the Shell communication demonstrates the role of specialized knowledge and 
forms of argument in risk communication. In many respects, the one-way approach to 
communication and the persistence of the scientific and technological expertise can be traced 
to the belief in the promises of technology and science, specifically in terms of their ability to 
address such societal problems as pollution. 
Moreover, the expert is often seen as having a fundamental role in educating the 
public and thus fostering a more informed citizenry, especially in contemporary society when 
issues, including those related to pollutants and toxins, are seen as especially complex. The 
expert paradigm is informed by the assumption that "issues of risk are too complex for the 
lay public to understand" and once the public is "exposed to such risk information, they will 
unconditionally form an opinion consistent with the views of the communicator" (Juanillo 
and Scherer 289). Yet the privileging of the technocratic approach and the reliance on 
expertise exemplify the problems many scholars have noted with respect to contemporary 
conceptions of the public sphere (see Goodnight, Willard, Rowland, Fisher, Olson and 
Goodnight, Fischer). Frank Fischer explains that the growing complexity of policy matters, 
including those pertaining to environmental risk, compel decision makers to turn to these 
specialized knowledge communities in order to resolve issues and as a result any debate on 
these issues is limited to a select network and community of experts. 
Such networks are based on the exchange of information and influence between 
participants, with those having little or nothing to exchange usually being relegated to 
the margins, if not excluded" (Fischer Reframing 33). 
Brummett echoes Fischer's argument claiming that "more decisions today are being shifted 
out of the purview of direct public discussion and into the cloistered purview of experts and 
technologists" (24). In the course of the debates about the 1970 Clean Air Act for example, 
participants in the environmental coalition that had formed to press for the bill's passage were 
immediately struck by the "effective use of expertise by industry groups to amend and 
otherwise limit the legislation. .. Environmentalists found themselves overwhelmed and 
outgunned by the technical experts mobilized by industry" (Gottlieb 133-34). And when 
critiques of the dominant, technocratic approach to defining risk have been put forth they 
have often been met with resistance by the expert community who have often deemed such 
alternative forms of knowledge and communication as irrational. 
Even though Rachel Carson's Silent Spring was well received publicly, the reception 
of the text by many within the scientific community exemplifies the extent and force of the 
technocratic and expert-driven approach to risk communication In their work on Rachel 
Carson's legacy and the larger impact of apocalyptic rhetoric on the environmental 
movement, Killingsworth and Palmer note that Carson and others who attempt to insert 
alternative arguments within the forum on risk often find their rhetorical approaches labeled 
as irrational and hysterical. The visions of an environmental apocalypse as put forth by 
Carson, Ehrlich, and others, according to Killingsworth and Palmer, are viewed by "risk-
specialists" as melodramatic since such approaches to risk and environmental issues fail to 
identify perceived risks from actual risks (Hysteria 9). For many scientists and industry 
advocates, Carson's alternative rhetoric, the fabled portrayal of the fall of the pristine 
environment, is an example of poor science and speculation, which only seeks to raise the 
hysterical level of the public when a much more measured and rational approach to the risks 
of pesticides and chemicals is needed. 
Many within the scientific community believe that the public needs information 
accumulated and communicated through the objective and arhetorical means available 
through the scientific method rather than hysterical and fictional stories of the coming 
apocalypse. 
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The public's perceptions of risk are generally understood to be subjective, mistaken, 
emotional, and even irrational, whereas expert assessments are based on facts, 
knowledge, probabilities, and calculations. In this conception, then, experts engage in 
risk communication to inform and educate the public, to improve and correct their 
perceptions, and to persuade them to change their behavior. 
(Katz and Miller 116) 
The negative connotations ascribe to emotional responses and the need to rationalize the 
public through analytic forms of proof and persuasion, as Hariman and Lucaites argue, is 
representative not only of the norms of risk communication but of political discourse in 
general. 
Political behavior, including not least of all political speech, is believed to require a 
governing rationality that subordinates emotional reaction to the deliberate, analytical 
assessment of interests and constraints, means and ends, and other objective features 
of the political environment. (5) 
The public, including the environmental justice movement, finds itself in discursive dialogue 
with analytical and technocratic approaches to risk communication. Yet, as I have suggested, 
the dialogue is in large part nonexistent since many perceive that the issues related to toxins 
and pollutants are of such complexity that the lay public would have difficulty fully 
understanding the issues without expert assistance. The privileging of expertise and the 
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scientific approach to risk communication thus becomes one point of contention for the 
environmental justice movement. Any reliance on such expertise, particularly as this 
expertise is seen as aligned with and serving the interests of industry, generates, however, 
additional points of concern, namely in terms of trust and disclosure. As I turn my attention 
to corporate discourse on sustainable development, the issues of trust, cooperation, 
communication, and disclosure become more prominent themes in corporate 
communications. But as corporations extol their commitment to openness and dialogue, the 
discourse of sustainable development is still often immersed in the scientific and expert-
based norms common to risk communication. 
Sustainable Development and Corporate Reporting 
The 1992 United Nations Conference on the Environment and Development 
(UNCED), commonly referred to as the Earth Summit, initiated a significant effort on the 
part of many corporations to adopt and promote an environmental agenda. Fueled by many 
of the challenges raised by globalization, including global environmental degradation and the 
inequality surrounding resource depletion and economic development, various political and 
corporate leaders constructed a 300 page plan for advancing the cause of sustainable 
development, which came to be defined as "development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" 
(www.un.org/esa/sustdev). In response to the Earth Summit and the resulting corporate and 
political support for sustainability, a novel form of corporate reporting emerged, one that 
attempted to shape corporations as being able to maximize their profitability while 
simultaneously being perceived as stewards of the environment and as socially conscious 
corporate citizens. This emerging form of corporate, social reporting viewed corporate 
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performance and corporate identity in terms of the triple bottom line of economic, social, and 
environmental values (Livesey 314). The genre of the social report may be seen as novel to 
some, yet it drew from already existing forms of corporate communications. For example, 
corporate reporting on environmental values often involves the use of quantifiable 
measurements of emissions common to the technocratic approach to risk communication. 
The data represented in Figure 2.2 is from Dow Chemical's Louisiana facilities web 
site and indicates again the reliance on objective measurements as the accepted corporate 
approach to address issues of environmental health. 
•I Actual performance 
Figure 2.2 "Emissions of Priority Compounds" from The St. Charles Operations 
Public Report 2003. 
From 1999 to 2001 a noted decline in emissions is clear, and yet so is a noticeable increase in 
2002. The caption explains the increase: 
There has been a 29 percent reduction from base year 1999 due to correcting and 
eliminating major process restart activities and improved overall operations. An 
increase was recorded from 2002 to 2003 data due to increased flaring in Olefins area 
and a variation in fugitive emissions. 
www.dow.com/publicreport/2003/local/sco/environment/emissions.htm 
The graphic display again emphasizes the quantitative and objective nature of 
communication related to emissions. In addition to quantitatively claiming that chemicals 
have decreased Dow also states that the noted decrease from 1999 is a result of the 
implementation of specific technological processes and operational procedures. Science and 
technology become for Dow the means to address any problems pertaining to emissions and 
the way in which the corporation may convince the public that efforts are being implemented 
to reduce pollutants and public concerns. Also significant is the acknowledgement by Dow 
that emissions have increased during a certain period. The availability of information, an 
issue of concern noted in the image/text by Stewart discussed in Chapter One, is one 
particular aspect of corporate reporting that becomes a fixture in corporate efforts to 
construct themselves as environmental stewards and responsible corporate citizens. Due 
largely to issues of distrust and the confrontational stance of local residents opposing the 
siting of hazardous industries, industry has conceded to the need to allow a more open form 
of corporate reporting (Rowan). And this willingness to share information and to address 
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matters of distrust has become a vital component of corporate communication activities and 
subsequently corporate identity and perception. 
Consider the image found on Dow Chemical's web site (Figure 2.3). 
The caption accompanying the photograph reads: 
Volunteers recently spent an afternoon visiting neighbors in the Killona community 
and in areas of Hahnville along River Road, Employees distributed bags that included 
St. Charles Operations' recent Public Report, a copy of the latest Good Neighbor 
News newsletter and shelter-in-place information. During the visits, residents also 
had the opportunity to ask questions and learn more information about our operations. 
Figure 2.3 "Community Involvement-It's What Good Neighbors Do." Dow 
Chemical St. Charles Operations 
39 
Here, Site Leader Bob Walker and fellow employee Sue Timmons visit with one 
Killona neighbor. 
(www, dow. com/ucc/locations/ sco/ commun/index, htm) 
The photograph is offered as an example or evidence of Dow's efforts to communicate with 
local residents. And as the caption indicates, Dow's efforts consisted of more than just a 
knock on the door to deliver a packet of information. According to Dow, these visits were 
potential opportunities to share information between the two parties and to potentially engage 
in productive dialogue. The photograph captures the Killona neighbor reading a document 
while the two employees of Dow stand aside. Placed in the center of the image, the 
document becomes the salient element, and the meaning of the image is generated from 
understanding the relation of the other elements, most notably the human figures, to the 
centrally placed piece of communication. The two positions commonly opposed in risk 
situations, industry and local residents, are spatially represented in the image as each position 
is situated on opposing sides of the photograph. The element that potentially links the two 
spaces is the document, which occupies the center of the image. In other words, the 
communication that Dow is distributing represent Dow's efforts and commitment to bridging 
the gaps between local citizens and the local facility. Dow is constructed as an ethical 
corporate citizen, a corporation who presents an image of itself as fostering and practicing 
one of the central features of democracy, that being the opportunity to engage in deliberative 
discussions on matters of public interest and public policy. 
A similar effort to engage in dialogue and deliberation is found in the communication 
by Shell Chemical. Livesey documents how Shell's approach to sustainable development 
has led to several instances of cooperation between corporate officers and local residents, and 
the stated partnership between local residents and officials from Shell's Norco facility in 
Louisiana serves as one example. In response to citizen concerns, Shell/Norco established an 
air monitoring system which collects air samples in various locations of the community. 
Commenting on the initiative, Alfred Holmes, a local resident and member of the air quality 
monitoring working group, said: 
I think the project has been a big success because we now have an idea of what the air 
is like in Norco - it's good. And another point I like about this is that Shell have kept 
their word to keep us informed about the data. This is a plus for the entire community, 
I feel. (www.shellchemicals.com/env_soc/l .1098.1662.00.html) 
Two particular points are worth noting in the comments by Holmes. First, he admits that the 
air monitoring system is valuable because of the information it will provide on the quality of 
the air in Norco. The temporal aspect of Holmes' comments needs to be considered as well, 
since he indicates that the community "now" knows that the air quality is good. Embedded 
in Holmes' response is the assumption that local residents had some question and doubt as to 
the quality of air prior to Shell's implementation of the monitoring system. Secondly, 
Holmes identifies the importance of trust, stating his appreciation of Shell's commitment to 
keeping the community informed of the quality of the air. Shell took the steps to respond to 
citizen concerns about the quality of air, and also, as local resident Alfred Holmes claims, 
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acted as a responsible corporate citizen by making the information about the quality of air in 
the community available to the public. 
Yet in the two examples above, Dow's door-to-door efforts to communicate to the 
public and Shell/Norco's attempts to provide residents with timely data, the one-way process 
of communication process remains. Dialogue may occur, but the extent of the public's input 
needs to be considered. The corporation gathers the data, in terms of the levels of emissions, 
and then makes the effort to share this information with the public. While the willingness to 
engage the local community and share information should not be easily dismissed, it is 
important, nonetheless, to recognize the position granted to corporate communication in each 
of these two examples. In the photograph of Dow's activities, corporate communication is 
pictured as the mediator between local residents and the corporation. Similarly, Shell's 
willingness to provide information to local residents also serves to reconcile the relationship 
between the industrial facility and the local community. Any challenge to corporate 
communication practices then must still engage in contesting notions of expertise and the 
analytic and supposedly rational knowledge used to communicate information pertaining to 
the risks from toxins. 
A Picture of Balance and Sustainability 
In addition to the efforts to document decreases in emissions and to make information 
on environmental performance publicly available, corporations also attempt to present a 
visual landscape that appears to be untouched by any industrial activity. For example, on 
Dow Chemical's Louisiana Operations web site, the photograph of the untouched bayou is 
combined with the following statement on sustainable development: "Dow and its employees 
in Louisiana seek to balance economic, environmental and social responsibility as we invest 
in our communities and encourage them to invest in themselves" (Figure 2.4). 
Figure 2.4. About Dow in Louisiana http://www.dow.com/facilities/namerica/laops/dow/ 
In many respects, the image used by Dow Chemical is quite similar to the landscape 
photographs commonly associated with mainstream environmentalism. Karliner suggests 
that corporations have 
appropriated the language and images of ecology and sustainability in an effort to 
ward off the threat that the environmental movement might convince the world's 
governments to force them to make much more far reaching changes. (179) 
No traces of industrial activity are evident in the image of the bayou, thus echoing the 
traditional beliefs and aesthetics of American environmentalism which viewed certain tracts 
of land and wilderness as worthy of preservation and protection. The space captured in the 
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photograph used by Dow is not the American West but rather the space common to 
Louisiana and which lay in proximity tone of the more heavily industrialized areas of the 
country. The photograph of the undisturbed bayou, a scene common to the lore and history 
of Louisiana, suggests that as Dow has continued to operate, the spaces, culture, and history 
of this particular area of the country has remained in its traditional state. 
The image of the bayou found on Dow s web site is not the only instance of corporate 
appropriation of mainstream environmental images. Corporations frequently employ similar 
landscape and traditional environmental images in their communications on sustainable 
development and in their advertising campaigns as well. In her analysis of the use of the 
environment in advertising, Hope argues that landscapes are often constructed so as to 
convey the gender characteristics of feminine passivity or masculine conquest. Feminine 
environments convey 
beauty, fertility, and passivity. Wetness (rainfall, waterfalls, small streams, mist and 
ocean suri); bowers and canopies of trees, vines, flowers; fruits, birds, butterflies, 
sunsets and moonlight. A seductive image of a woman is often present, frequently 
merged with aspects of the natural world. (Hope 160) 
Hope adds that the colors often used in constructing a feminine environment include soft 
shades and pastels, and the focus of the image is also frequently soft. In contrast, masculine 
environments are often pictured as "dry, rocky, and barren" (160). Whereas the feminine 
environment is pictured as a place of play and nurture, masculine environments are portrayed 
as a "place for action, risk, individualism, and challenge for male prowess" (160). As the 
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image used by Dow exemplifies, the environment pictured by corporations is often that of a 
pristine area of space, one that seems untouched by the activities of masculinity. Frequently, 
however, corporations construct a vision of the environment in which the conquests of man 
are shown to exist in harmony with the beauty and fertility of the landscape. In these images, 
the environment contains masculine attributes, manifest in the form and practices of work, 
technology, and science, which exist in harmony with beauty, fertility, and other traditional 
associations of a feminine environment. The basic argument of sustainable development thus 
emerges in such constructions of the landscape: In an age of progress it is possible to have a 
fertile, beautiful, and healthy environment while also reaping the benefits of industrialism 
and progress. 
A recent advertisement for Toyota, for instance, involves a picture of the company's 
manufacturing plant in Indiana. In the foreground are the well-manicured and landscaped 
green spaces of the facility's parking lot. In the middle of the image is the manufacturing 
plant, and no emissions are evident from the plant's smokestacks. Behind the manufacturing 
facility and stretching out into the Indiana horizon are the extended horizontal line of green 
trees and fertile farmland. Above the green spaces is the pastel blue sky touched with light 
white clouds. The plant, placed in the center of the image, grants the most attention from the 
viewer. Yet it is the relationship of the plant to the other elements that I just described that 
generates the sense of balance and sustainability in the image. In front, behind, and above 
the plant is the depiction of green space, blue sky, and pristine yet fertile parcels of land. 
Even the parking lot in the front of the image carries the message that the environment has 
not been severely eroded. And just in case the message from the image is unclear, the white 
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text placed in the upper right hand corner of the image notes that this particular facility is a 
recipient of the Governor's Award for Environmental Excellence: 2002 and 2003. 
Right below the image is the following caption explicitly detailing Toyota's position 
on sustainable development: "Our blue sky scenario: more U.S. manufacturing jobs, cleaner 
U.S. manufacturing plants" (79). Furthermore, Toyota maintains that "with two new state-
of-the-art manufacturing facilities being built to strict environmental standards, we're 
continuing our commitment to responsible growth as an employer, and a neighbor" (79). 
The photograph, by situating the masculine activity of work and industrialism within the 
frame of the green and fertile environment of the Indiana farmland, conveys a message in 
which the practices of the company come to be viewed as a natural part of the environment. 
Furthermore, the industrial facility, a potential eyesore to some, is captured at a time when no 
emissions are being emitted. The facility is, as Toyota explains, a clean, state-of-the-art 
facility, and the image offers support for this assertion. Moreover, Toyota is able to provide 
economic benefits to the local community, prompting a vision of balance among industrial 
production, economic progress and environmental aesthetics. 
The narrative of progress, fueled by the tenets of technology, industrialization, and 
economics, remains a central theme in the discourse of sustainable development. Since 
World War II, a time period which Gottlieb characterizes as the culture of abundance, the 
American consumer has become increasingly introduced to a wealth of novel industrial 
products, marketed and packaged so as to promise a more productive, cleaner, and efficient 
way of life (75). One of the more notable industries contributing to the production of these 
new consumer products is the petroleum industry. 
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In a short time, during and following World War II, petrochemical products, 
including plastics, pesticides, additives to fuels and food, detergents, solvents, and 
abrasives, came to dominate a number of different markets (Gottlieb 76). 
As the twenty-first century begins, plastics, food additives, and other products developed and 
manufactured by the petrochemical industry continue to find their way into the everyday 
lives of the contemporary public. For example, the website for Shell's Norco facility begins 
its discussion of the products manufactured at the site by stating "If you have ever taken a 
trip in a car or an airplane, enjoyed a bag of potato chips or used a personal computer, you 
have benefited from the kinds of products produced at Shell Norco." Dow Chemical makes 
a similar claim, asserting that the pristine, natural beauty of Louisiana remains undisturbed, 
while Dow, as 
the largest petrochemical company in the state, pumps more than $1 billion into the 
Louisiana economy. This includes $550 million in annual purchases from Louisiana 
companies; $340 million in annual payrolls; $58 million in state and local taxes; $1.8 
million in community quality of life contributions. 
http://www.dow.com/facilities/namerica/laops/dow/ 
The economic benefits to the state are evident not only in terms of jobs but also in terms of 
the taxes that Dow contributes to the state which subsequently fund vital community 
services. Corporate communication pertaining to sustainable development thus seems to 
promise the continued modern standard of living granted by technological innovation and 
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economic prosperity while also promising the continued aesthetic, physiological, and 
biological health and preservation of the country's natural resources. 
Greenwashing or Actual Practice 
Some scholars have suggested that the communicative efforts devoted to sustainable 
development are simply corporate propaganda (see Karliner and Livesey). Similar to the 
scientific and expert driven focus to risk communication, corporate efforts to promote their 
position on sustainable development can be seen as ways to control the discussion on 
environmental issues. In the examples of corporate advertising, Anderson notes that the "ads 
never explain how products are made, or the effect on the environment, either during its 
production or during its use (203). Recently, however, petrochemical companies have 
focused attention on the effects of the use of their products, choosing especially to emphasize 
how their new fuel products are safer for the environment. 
Both British Petroleum and Shell Oil have been notable players in advancing public 
perceptions of the successful adoption of the principles of sustainable development. Friends 
of the Earth, an environmental organization engaged in the same concerns of those in the 
environmental justice movement, has acknowledged the efforts by Shell in this regard. In 
2002, Friends of the Earth released a report "Failing the Challenge: The Other Shell Report" 
a direct rebuttal to Shell's 2002 corporate report on sustainability. In the opening letter of the 
Friends of the Earth's report, Shell is commended for its commitment to sustainable 
development and its efforts to recognize the issue of greenhouse gases. While the group 
acknowledges Shell's behavior in terms of specific environmental issues, it also critiques 
Shell because 
the shocking reality is that for many communities living near Shell refineries and 
depots little has changed over the past eight years. People in Durban in South Africa 
and Manila in the Philippines and Louisiana in the US are still breathing polluted air, 
feeling the pain of skin diseases and worrying about accidents. (3) 
Additionally, the letter suggests that 
What matters to these communities is not what the company says in glossy 
brochures. When people have asthma because they live next to a refinery or their 
rivers are polluted, promises don t mean very much. Similarly, it is difficult to see 
how Shell's welcome recognition of the global threat posed by climate change 
squares with its policy to continue expanding oil and gas exploration and production. 
(3) 
And in many respects, Shell's recent advertising campaign, which emphasizes its research in 
alternative sources of energy, can be seen as both a legitimate effort to address the 
environmental problem of fossil fuels and as a deflection of the continued health and 
environmental effects faced by those who live close to its various production facilities. 
One of the primary themes underlying Shell's recent advertising and public 
communication is its commitment to finding and developing alternative sources of fiiel. 
The advertisement discussing Shell's research on solar power was published recently in the 
Atlantic and is one of a series of advertisements on alternative energy that Shell has posted 
on its website as examples of its most recent advertising campaign. Shell states that through 
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its research on alternative energy sources such as solar power it has "cut the cost of 
producing solar electricity in half over the last 10 years." In fact, the desire to make this 
alternative source of energy affordable is what motivates Shell: "Shell Solar will keep 
working to reduce the costs to harness the sun's power, so this source of energy can brighten 
the lives of many and not just the few." Shell presents itself as an environmentally 
responsible company, and also claims that, as a responsible global citizen, its research and 
the products that evolve from the research should benefit everyone. In this example, Shell 
seems to reverse the traditional cost versus benefit economic argument, choosing instead to 
suggest that product affordability for the larger community is more important than company 
profits. In essence, the ad exemplifies Shell's commitment to balancing profits and 
principles. While Shell communicates its commitment to alternative fuels and its efforts to 
alleviate greenhouse gases, little mention is made of Shell's increased capacity at its 
refineries and the effects and problems associated with the increased production. 
A similar attempt to place matters of production in the background and to make 
salient efforts to alleviate greenhouse gases is made by British Petroleum. In their recent 
advertising campaign, British petroleum adopts an alternative approach to Shell, choosing to 
use the "voices on the street" as the means to communicate BP's efforts to address specific 
environmental issues. The portraits and voices from the street include individuals from 
different professions, races and genders, thus suggesting that these comments are 
representative of the public. In Figure 2.5, Cynthia's comments on the environment are 
made salient by her framed hands and the yellow text box. 
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Figure 2.5 British Petroleum, BP on the street-people ads, Cynthia 
Her comments, though appearing to be brief, generate a significant amount of comment. 
Cynthia's comments represent a common perception of environmentalism where the 
interests of preservation are pitted against the interests of progress. The polarity of the two 
positions, characterized as Ecospeak by Killingsworth and Palmer, is frequently 
characterized as an either/or dichotomy. Either one aligns herself with the interest of 
environmentalism or one aligns herself with the interests of industry. As Cynthia suggests, 
she, as with many other citizens, is concerned with the environment but sees the change in 
behavior that would help the cause of environmentalism as involving a drastic change in her 
lifestyle. The convenience of the modern lifestyle, as exemplified in the mobility of the 
automobile, is one that the public finds engrained in their everyday existence, so much so 
that Cynthia compares the use of the car to an addiction. It is not the environmentalists, 
however, that offer the most efficient solution; it is BP and the petroleum industry. 
The public does not need to relinquish its reliance on the automobile, nor forego its 
concern for the environment. Through its research, BP has resolved the dichotomy and 
perceived contradiction and made things better for all. The answer to the environmental 
dilemma, according to BP, is the production of cleaner fuels which, as they maintain, is 
"equal to taking 100,000 cars off the road every summer day." But while the fuel produced 
by BP may burn cleaner and may release fewer emissions, those 100,000 cars still remain on 
the highway. Furthermore, BP is helping to provide the fuel needed for these cars. As Shell 
emphasizes its research on alternative fuels, it deflects attention from the increased 
exploration and rates of production occurring at its various refineries. And as BP emphasizes 
its cleaner burning fuels, it likewise fails to mention the production capacity required to 
generate the product. These advertisements focus on environmentalism more from the 
perspective of consumption rather than production. And while these advertisements discuss 
the environmental effects of the products that these companies produce, the fact remains that 
the effects of industrial production on the people and places who live alongside the refineries 
remain invisible. 
Conclusion 
I set out in this chapter to identify the ways in the communication practices used by 
industry to convey particular beliefs pertaining to the two ideographs of sustainable 
development and democratic participation. The idea of sustainability is communicated at 
times through the discourse of science and expertise, wherein industry offers the quantifiable 
data to suggest that a healthy balance exists between the emissions of industry and the health 
of the residents who live along the fenceline. Yet the reliance on such expertise precludes 
public interaction since the public often lacks the expert knowledge and rhetorical 
competence to challenge such findings or to engage in scientific or other field-specific 
communication. Additionally, the information is typically generated from the experts 
associated with the company, resulting in a situation where the "facts" are perceived to be 
controlled by corporate interests. Corporations have recognized that the one-way process 
generates significant distrust on the part of the public and, as shown in the analysis, have 
made efforts to promote a more interactive sphere where the public can become more 
informed and engaged in discussions. Yet in many instances such an exchange of 
information still remains embedded in the one-way process of information exchange where 
the company generated information is at the center of debate. Accordingly, one of the central 
points of contention for the environmental justice movement pertains to information 
exchange. In challenging the one-way approach to communication and the reliance on 
corporate expertise, the movement seeks to find ways to insert its own expertise and 
knowledge pertaining to sustainability and to the effects of living alongside certain industrial 
facilities. 
I have also illustrated in this chapter the various approaches used by industry to 
communicate its stance on sustainable development. Through corporate communications and 
in public advertisements, corporations often appropriate the visual conventions of 
mainstream environmental images, most notably in their efforts to promote a vision of the 
environment that is untouched and undamaged due to industrialization. When images of 
industry are shown, however, they posit the various industrial facilities as aesthetically 
balanced with their natural surroundings, thus conveying a vision that industry can 
ecologically and aesthetically coexist with the surrounding environment. Missing from the 
views of the environment put forth by industry are the sights of production, the smoke 
emitting from various smokestacks. 
Yet, it is not just through the appropriation of mainstream environmentalism that 
industry attempts to promote a sense of sustainability. Rather than visualize any potential 
effects of production on the environment, industry often chooses to highlight its commitment 
to and efforts in providing products that are more environmentally friendly. I do not mean to 
suggest in this discussion that all of the efforts by Shell, BP and other industries are simply 
propaganda and empty "greenwashing." The attempts to explore alternative energy sources, 
even if they are see as potential sources of revenue, should be deemed as valid activities. 
What is relevant to this study is what the company, through its communications and 
advertising campaigns, makes salient. On the one hand, these companies continue to increase 
the exploration and production of oil. And BP readily admits to increasing the exploration in 
the Gulf of Mexico as a way to decrease foreign dependence on oil. Increases in 
consumption are occurring as well. From the various persuasive elements that corporations 
could choose from to promote a vision of sustainability, both BP and Shell demonstrate that 
one choice is to neglect the impacts of production on the communities and residents who live 
in close proximity to their facilities. But as industry places this element of environmentalism 
in the background, the environmental justice movement, as I will illustrate in Chapters Three 
and Four, attempts to make salient the effects of living in a toxic environment. In achieving 
these ends, the movement likewise communicates a different perception of sustainability than 
that advanced by industry. 
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Chapter 3 A Vision of Conquest and Sustainability: Shell Chemical and the Citizens of 
Cancer Alley 
Situated on the banks of the lower Mississippi River, along a stretch from New 
Orleans to Baton Rouge, Louisiana, are numerous chemical and petroleum refineries. Drawn 
by oil reserves off the Louisiana and Texas coasts and favorable local governmental 
regulations during the mid-1900's, these industries established a dominant presence in the 
area. In fact, by the end of the twentieth century there were over 100 petrochemical plants 
located in what many in industry have termed the "Chemical Corridor." The proximity to the 
river and the cheap transportation afforded by the waterway were influential in luring the 
petrochemical plants to the region and so was the availability of relatively inexpensive 
parcels of land. As Roberts and Toffolon-Weiss explain: 
When large chemical plants and oil refineries searched for land to develop, they were 
delighted to see large plots of plantation land available for the taking. It was much 
easier to buy out a single plantation landholder than to negotiate with many owners of 
smaller plots. This conversion of plantations to industrial facilities has contributed to 
a pattern in which poor, black communities are located close to large industrial plants. 
The communities founded by freed slaves who had settled on the edges of the 
plantations have thus become the reluctant neighbors of large industrial operations. 
(34) 
The continued expansion of the local refineries and the acquisition of land to feed this growth 
have emerged as prominent storylines in the lives and history of those Louisiana 
communities which have existed alongside these industries. For many social activists, the 
dislocation of these residents and the devaluation of their property and way of life are simply 
the contemporary manifestation of the historical trend of injustices faced by the members of 
these small, rural Louisiana communities. 
The residents of these small communities and the environmental justice advocates 
concerned with the health and well-being of those living in proximity to the petrochemical 
plants see industry's definition of this area as a corridor of industrial and economic activity 
as only part of the story. The advocates of industry construct a vision of the local 
environment by drawing from the modernist theme of progress, emphasizing the positive 
economic impact of the refineries on the local communities. Moreover, as I have shown in 
Chapter Two, Shell and Dow, two of the largest petrochemical industries in Louisiana, put 
forth visions of the region which seem to suggest that their facilities can exist in accord with 
the health of the local residents and of the local environment. For certain residents living 
alongside these refineries, however, the economic benefits of progress have yet to be 
discovered, and the view of the landscape put forth by these residents is quite different from 
the vision advanced by industry. Where industry presents a chemical corridor, 
environmentalists and local residents picture a "Cancer Alley." 
Beginning in the late 1980's, however, industry saw an opportunity to address the 
concerns of certain residents. In 1989, Dow Chemical, which operated a chemical plant in 
Morrisonville, Louisiana, offered to purchase the homes and property of the town's residents. 
The majority of the predominately black community, founded in 1870 by slaves freed from 
the Australia Plantation, agreed to the offer. Those who had initially refused eventually 
moved once the town became abandoned. Around the same time, Georgia Gulf Corporation 
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responded to citizen complaints about its facility in Reveilletown, Louisiana. Similar to 
Morrisonville, Reveilletown was subsequently purchased and razed by industry, this time by 
Georgia Gulf. As Markowitz and Rosner accurately summarize, the decision to buyout these 
communities was viewed by the corporations as an effective way to remove people from the 
potential harm of the various pollutants and emissions from the chemical plants. For many 
environmentalists, however, the buyouts were no solution to the existing problems (243). 
The buyouts may have created a "greenbelt" or an area separating residents from the 
chemical plants, but the practices which led to the need to relocate residents and communities 
remained. Furthermore, the desire of these and other chemical companies to purchase 
communities and other available lands suggests that the balance and sustainability 
communicated by corporations such as Dow and Shell may not be the most accurate account 
of the relationship between these corporations and the environment in this section of 
Louisiana. 
Using the concept of sustainable development as the central topic of discussion, I set 
out in this chapter to identify how the visual rhetoric of the environmental justice movement 
contests the conceptions of sustainability and the perceived balance that exists among the 
health of residents, the environment and industrial production. In the first half of this 
chapter, I analyze the photo-essay by Berry and Misrach, "The Poisoning of the American 
South," published in Aperture magazine. Similar to the images used by industry, the 
photographs in the photo-essay by Berry and Misrach also appropriate the conventions of 
mainstream environmentalism. Through the rhetorical device of perspective by incongruity 
however, Berry and Misrach are able to provide an alternative view of the notion of 
sustainable development, questioning industries' assertion that manufacturing and 
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profitability can coincide with the social and physiological well-being of neighboring 
communities and environments. The challenge to industries' vision of sustainability is also 
explored in the second half of the chapter as I analyze the visual rhetoric used by the 
Concerned Citizens of Norco (CCN) in their attempts to renegotiate a property purchase 
program offered by Shell/Norco. In the report "Shell Games," a document constructed by the 
CCN, visual rhetoric is used to not only question Shell/Norco's vision of sustainability but to 
also raise awareness of the psychological and cultural effects of industrial production. The 
visual rhetoric in the Misrach and Berry photo-essay and in the report "Shell Games" thus 
attempts to enlarge the communicative practice related to sustainability to include not just the 
objective and quantitative discourse associated with science but also the discourse of a 
culture that continues to face practices of social injustice. 
The Poisoning of the American South 
Figure 3.1. Norco, Louisiana, 1998. 
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Figure 3.1 is a photograph taken from "The Poisoning of the American South," a 
collection of images and text by Jason Berry and Richard Misrach. My eye notices, in the 
center of the image, a basketball hoop, and as my eye moves further into the image I notice 
other vertical objects, the telephone poles and more notably the smokestacks, rising from the 
spaces occupied by the local refinery. In the image, I am presented with two distinct yet 
seemingly inseparable spaces. The basketball hoop and court in the foreground of the image 
suggest a space of leisure and play while the smokestacks of the refinery visible in the 
background suggest a space of work and industry. 
The text accompanying the photograph provides additional information pertaining to 
the different physical spaces in the image and also offers some insight into the relationship 
between the two communities that inhabit each of these distinct spaces. 
The basketball court is surrounded by an African-American community on one side 
and the sprawling Shell Refinery on the other. Noise and gasoline stench permeate 
the area. According to a 1993 study, 200,000 pounds of carcinogens were emitted 
into the air that year within a one mile radius of the Norco complex. The town, 
formerly known as Sellers, was renamed Norco by the Shell Oil Company in 1934. 
Norco is an acronym for the New Orleans Refining Company, which originally 
owned the refinery and later sold out to Shell. The basketball court is all that 
remains of an all-black elementary school. In 1968, on the eve of the school's 
integration through federally court-ordered bussing of the area's white children, it 
was burned to the ground and never rebuilt. (37) 
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The pictorial assertion of a lack of separation between the two environments presented in the 
photograph is confirmed by the textual account. The odors, smells, noise, and carcinogens 
that are released from the refinery do not restrict themselves to the spaces of industry and 
work. But the image/text is more than just a statement on the ways in which the noises, 
smells, and pollutants from industry find their way into the spaces and lives of the local 
community. 
Many residents of Norco have been witness to the continued encroachment of Shell 
upon their public spaces and lives. For the residents of Norco and for the environmental 
justice movement, the loss of personal property and way of life at the expense of Shell's 
expansion is a continuation of the narrative of racial injustice that marks the area. The 
basketball court, with its rusting metal hoop and cracked and weathered concrete, is one of 
the many ruins and remnants in a community that has historically faced the practices of the 
conquest and displacement because of race (see Roberts and Toffolon-Weiss). The school, a 
site of cultural identity for the residents of Norco, no longer remains, burned to the ground by 
segregationists. The cultural identity of the local residents, constructed and exemplified in 
the community of Sellers, has also been swept aside by the refinery. Sellers, as represented 
in name and as in physical space, has been displaced, exchanged for a company town marked 
not just by its acronym but also by the increasing physical expansion of the refinery. If Shell 
is intent on promoting a vision of sustainability, then this single image/text by Berry and 
Misrach can be seen as a challenge to Shell's assertion that its business practices demonstrate 
a concern for balancing profits with principles. Moreover, the image/text suggests the 
incongruity inherent in the idea of sustainable development. As Shell continues to grow and 
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expand its operations, the community that exists just beyond the borders of the industrial 
facility finds itself on the losing end of sustainability. 
To challenge the communicative norms associated with sustainable development and 
the scientific approach to risk communication, environmental justice advocates have adopted 
an approach typically called the toxic tour. And while such tours often take viewers into the 
actual physical environments where toxins are believed to pose a risk, I suggest the 
image/text by Berry and Misrach, as with the entire photo-essay, operates as a tour of that 
specific region of Louisiana designated by environmentalists and many local residents as 
Cancer Alley. Such place-specific tours have become an important rhetorical strategy for 
environmentalists in recent decades, since environmentalists and local residents view these 
tours as viable ways to raise awareness of the threats and injustices industrial practices pose 
to certain communities (Pezzullo Touring 227). And toxic tours according to Di Chiro, are 
"environmentally based tours that highlight the not so scenic sites scattered on the landscape" 
in order to "cast a very different light on the assertion that a compatible relationship can exist 
between capitalism as we know it and the health of humans and the environment" {Bearing 
Witness 279). As DiChiro's definition suggests, toxic tours offer an approach by which to 
contest industry's vision of the environment and to challenge their positions on sustainability 
and efforts to balance profits and principles. 
These tours, whether in their physical or textual manifestations, also bear 
resemblance to the negative sightseeing that is frequently undertaken in political actions. 
MacCannell cites the sightseeing tours through Appalachia and the rural American south 
during the 1960's as examples of such political activism He also notes that "bus tours of the 
Top Ten Polluters in Action were available in Philadelphia during Earth Week in April 1970" 
(40). So the act of making visible the issues facing the less-than-scenic areas of the country 
has a historical precedent beyond the recent efforts of the environmental justice movement. 
Some environmentalists also see toxic tours as a continuation of the objectives of mainstream 
environmentalists such as the Sierra Club: 
Toxic tours, then, shouldn't sound so strange for an organization that began with high 
trips to the Sierras. The love of place—including the places we live—connects us in 
a wider web of caring and commitment. (Cox 2). 
What makes the efforts by Misrach and Berry and others taking similar approachs to 
environmental justice particularly relevant is how these efforts revise the traditional notions 
of the environment by calling attention to the problems facing the populated spaces of 
America. By making visible the problems of pollution and the effects of industry's efforts to 
expand its operations, activists associated with the environmental justice movement 
challenge corporate appropriation of mainstream environmental images and subsequently 
contest the contemporary view of balance that industry presents in its communications and 
advertisements. 
In addition to making salient the detrimental effects of industrialization on the local 
environment and the local people, the photo-essay by Berry and Misrach also stresses the 
need to recognize that the effects of industrial practices extend beyond specific health and 
phsyiological impacts. In critiquing the discourse and ideals of sustainable development, the 
environmental justice movement is not only concerned with raising awareness of the health 
issues facing local residents but is also concerned with raising awareness of the effects of 
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toxins and other by-products from industrialization on the heritage and culture that may be 
lost as industries, such as Shell, continue to expand and subsequently dislocate communities. 
Recall that the early images of the environmental movement were in part responsible for 
promoting legislation that subsequently led to various wilderness areas being set aside and 
preserved as national parks and places for public use. And yet the efforts by the 
environmental justice movement are motivated by the desire to make visible what the early 
environmental landscape photographs hid, namely the conquest of the land and displacement 
of the original inhabitants as these tracts of land became set aside for recreational use by the 
public. In writing on the photographs of the nineteenth century geological survey parties, 
Wickliff notes that these images were a part of "an expansionist rhetoric that devalue native 
peoples and their methods of land and resource use" (72). Schapiro sees the similar type of 
rhetoric at work in the mainstream landscape images, claiming that "the rhetoric of this 
photographic imagery helped promote public willingness to support a policy of conquest, 
settlement, and exploitation" (154-55). For the environmental justice movement, the 
rhetoric of the image attempts to make the contemporary policies and practices of conquest 
visible. By making the not-so-scenic scars of industrial practice more visible and by 
recording the loss of physical space as well as the loss of cultural and communal identity, the 
environmental justice movement makes salient those issues not made evident by the 
çommunications of industry nor made visible by mainstream environmental landscape 
images. 
In reference to the Beny and Misrach image/text of the basketball court and 
petrochemical facility in Figure 3.1, the juxtaposition of the playground and the refinery, in 
itself, suggests a particularly significant meaning as to the potential effects of toxins and 
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pollutants. The image draws from the conventions of toxic discourse noted by Buell, and by 
visualizing the disrupted pastoral suggests that playing basketball in Norco may not be the 
most healthy activity because of the proximity of the basketball court to the refinery (Buell 
37). The image, in many respects, echoes the visual conventions of Love Canal, and it 
operates rhetorically by suggesting some perspective through incongruity. Instead of the 
Love Canal image/text which included a televised image of a boy riding a bicycle through a 
suburban neighborhood and a voice-over narration citing the increase in birth defects in the 
neighborhood, Berry and Misrach offer a scene in which the incongruity is presented entirely 
through the visual. Again, two seemingly incongruous yet juxtaposed spaces, one of play 
and community and one of work and industry, are pictured. And given the additional 
information in the text describing the historical relationship between these two incongruous 
spaces, one comes away with very little sense of preservation or sustainability occurring in 
this section of Louisiana. 
The idea of conquest, especially in its relation to the land of North America, is more 
commonly associated with the displacement of the peoples of the American West. The 
removal of these people, whether by force or economics, was often motivated by the desire to 
acquire the material resources resting under the land inhabited by these native peoples. The 
idea of conquest, however, also applies to the contemporary relations between industry and 
the specific places and people in Louisiana. "Conquest forms the historical bedrock of the 
whole nation, and the American West is a preeminent case study in conquest and its 
consequences. Conquest was a literal, territorial form of economic growth" (Limmerick 27-
28). Again, while it may be most apparent in the American West, the idea of conquest as it 
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relates to resources and economic growth is also applicable in Louisiana as Misrach and 
Berry explain: 
Between the time of Mark Twain's reportage in 1883 to Clarence John Laughlin's 
elegiac photographs from the mid-twentieth century, oil and petrochemical producers 
bought up vast pieces of land along the river and began grafting an industrial 
economy over the old agricultural estates. The refineries and plants boosted the 
economies of communities once mired in poverty. (31-2) 
The economic benefits of the industrial economy may be realized for some who populate the 
area, but as Misrach and Berry make evident, others, particularly those least able to challenge 
industrial practices, have realized the conquest of place and the loss of a culture and way of 
life. 
While the image/text in Figure 3.1 conveys the story of Shell's relationship to the 
people of Norco, a second image from the photo-essay provides an account of Dow 
Chemical's relation with the land. In this image as well, the convention of the betrayed and 
fallen pastoral is used as the means to make salient what the communication of Dow makes 
less visible. 
Figure 3.2 Hazardous Waste Containment Site, Dow Chemical Corporation 
The photograph draws from the aesthetic conventions of landscape photography, with the 
mist, light, and reflection all combining to create an emotional response to the land and 
scene. In fact, the image corresponds to Hope's characteristics of the female gendered 
landscape, and as such, the image can be seen as a place of fertility and beauty. Yet cut 
directly through the center of the image is the fence, a symbol of industrial and masculine 
intrusion. Similar to the composition of the image in Figure 3.1, which shows the 
juxtaposition of two contrary physical spaces, the composition in Figure 3.2 is structured 
through a similar arrangement to communicate perspective by incongruity. Aesthetically, the 
image offers a vision of the beauty and fertility of nature disturbed and raped by the acts of 
man. And this act on the part of industry becomes even more evident when reading the 
accompanying text. 
The text associated with Figure 3.2, as with the text corresponding to Figure 3.1, 
transforms the photograph into a particular and place-specific argument on sustainability and 
industrial practice. 
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Between 1958 and 1973 Dow buried 46,000 tons of toxic waste in unlined pits that 
now cover more than thirty underground acres. The company is attempting to pump 
the waste back to the surface before it reaches the drinking-water aquifer for the city 
ofPalquemine. These efforts not withstanding, every time the Mississippi River rises 
it floods the waste site, carrying the toxins into the river and poisoning the water 
supply as it makes its way down toward New Orleans. (42) 
The image now becomes more than an aesthetic commentary on the effects of 
industrialization. The past acts by Dow Chemical, specifically its means of disposing toxic 
waste from their production facilities, become a key part of the communication. Burying the 
waste in such a seemingly remote location suggests that the actions by Dow may have been 
designed to limit the possibility of public scrutiny. Keeping the wastes out of the public eye 
and fencing the waste site in order to limit access can be seen as attempts to keep the 
information about the wastes and the site contained. Yet as Berry and Misrach inform us, the 
wastes have found their way into the water supply of local communities. In the image/text, 
Berry and Misrach are able to comment on those past industrial practices associated with 
seeing the land as resource. For Dow, the land provided a space for disposing waste. For 
residents, the land provided the drinking water, a resource subsequently sacrificed for the 
sake of greater industrial and economic progress. 
I have suggested that the image/text of Figure 3.1 offers a critique of the notion of 
sustainable development by noting the continued expansion of Shell's facilities at the sake of 
the community and public space. In the analysis of Figure 3.2,1 suggested that the land use 
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practices by Dow become open to critique in part through the use of a visual landscape 
aesthetic that functions through incongruity. In both examples, the issue of sustainability, 
notably in terms of the relation between the local community and industry, has been 
challenged. In Figure 3.3, the same challenge to sustainability is brought to presence, and 
similar to the first two images, Figure 3.3 also works through an aesthetic of incongruity. 
Figure 3.3. Holy Rosary Cemetery and Union Carbide Complex 
The centered placement and color of the cross and its symbolic value convey upon the cross 
a particular saliency. From a purely symbolic reading, the juxtaposition of the crucifix and 
the rising smokestacks of the refinery can be seen as representing two distinct spaces, the 
sacred and the pro lane, "the progress promised by corporate development and the 
incommensurable vulnerability of humans" (Pezzullo Touring 240). But while the image 
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admittedly carries a charged symbolic value, the juxtaposition offers little in terms of any 
substantive and conclusive information of the relationship between the cemetery and the 
refinery. The issue being constructed and made salient through the image/text is not 
necessarily the causal link of death to industrial practices. Rather, the issue being made 
present is, similar to that communicated in Figure 3.1, the dissolution of cultural and 
community institutions and practices because of industrialization. 
The caption accompanying the image states that "the Union Carbide Corporation 
purchased the property of the Holy Rosary Church" which was originally built in 1866. "A 
replacement church was constructed in the I960's in nearby Hahnville, but the cemetery was 
left behind" (38). Given the information provided by the text, a similar stoiy to Shell's 
relationship with the citizens of Norco emerges in this scene as well. As with the practices of 
Shell and Dow, those of Union Carbide are also characterized in terms of conquest and 
economics. Whereas the school no longer exists adjacent to the Norco refinery, the church of 
these local residents no longer exists adjacent to the Union Carbide facility. The cultural 
practices of the local population, namely in the form of its religious and ceremonial practices, 
have subsequently been relocated to Hahnville. In both the image of Norco and of the Union 
Carbide facility, the pristine and unpopulated are not the only spaces subject to industrial and 
economic conquest; the populated spaces of the communities neighboring the industrial 
facilities also become important real estate to conquer. In many respects, the image in Berry 
and Misrach photo-essay is strikingly similar to Walker Evans' 1935 photograph of a 
neighborhood in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania (Figure 3.4). 
Figure 3.4. Walker Evans. Graveyard, Houses, Steel Mill, Bethlehem, Pennsylvania 
1935 
In Evans' photograph, space is also the major theme. While the white cross is the dominant 
visual feature, it is, as Finnegan's interpretation makes clear, the presence of industry, 
symbolized through the smokestacks, that serves to illustrate how "outside forces may 
encroach on one's private life" (160). Similarly, in the image provided by Berry and 
Misrach, the cross may initially draw one's attention; but one needs to consider the numerous 
and larger spires and stacks of the industrial facility continually rise up from the background 
and meaning conveyed by the juxtaposition the cross and the smokestacks. 
The tour of Cancer Alley by Berry and Misrach constructs a consistent critique on the 
concept of sustainability, notably in its criticism of the belief that industrial practice can 
coexist with the land and its inhabitants. Emissions may in fact be lower and within normal 
levels and certain communities and individuals may also in fact reap the economic benefits 
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from having Shell and Dow in their communities. Yet certain environments and the people 
inhabiting these places seem to be omitted from the practice of sustainability. Misrach and 
Berry state that 
currently there are 350 industrial and municipal facilities located in the corridor. Ten 
other major complexes are in the planning stages. All along the River Road the lush 
tropical vegetation of Mark Twain's Mississippi is giving way to concrete and steel. 
(40) 
In the discussion of the history of Morrisonville, Louisiana, the same narrative continues: 
By 1989, Dow had decided to buy out most of the residents in the area, dispersing 
what was left of the original community in order to establish a "green" buffer zone. 
All the buildings were subsequently demolished. Rumor has it that the corporation is 
now planning to expand its operations into the evacuated area. (40) 
Rather than coexisting alongside industry and reaping the economic benefits of modernist 
ideals of production, the various communities in Cancer Alley are faced with the prospect of 
a "death by geography" (Lippard 174). In the photo-essay by Berry and Misrach, the death is 
not necessarily of a physical nature caused by unsafe levels of toxins and pollutants. Instead, 
the death is associated with the demise of a culture, a way of life, and a community. And for 
many residents who live alongside chemical industries such as Shell and Dow, the choice 
becomes whether to perish physically because of the effects of toxins and pollutants or to 
perish culturally because of the effects of continued industrial expansion. For many 
residents, neither option offers much in terms of benefits. 
The Diamond Option and Shell Games 
In 2002, Shell/Norco advanced a proposal to the citizens of Norco, Louisiana, 
offering to purchase four blocks of the Diamond community, a section of Norco that 
bordered Shell's petrochemical operations. Initially, Shell offered to purchase two blocks of 
the Diamond community, but after much discussion among local residents, outside 
advocates, and representatives from Shell, the offer was extended to include four blocks. As 
part of these discussions, local advocacy groups distributed a report, "Shell Games: Divide 
and Conquer the Diamond Community." A statement from the report issued by the 
Concerned Citizens of Norco states that "the purpose of this report is to expose Shell's unfair 
property purchase tactics in Diamond. This report also serves to honor the history of 
Diamond" (3). Similar to the photo-essay by Berry and Misrach, the report from the 
Concerned Citizens of Norco illustrates how visual rhetoric can be used to raise public 
awareness of the corporate land practices, while also suggesting the role that visual rhetoric 
can play in constructing the identity of a people and place. The importance of this function 
of visual rhetoric rests in the fact that it was an increased understanding of the people and 
place of the Diamond community that led Shell to reconsider its initial buyout offer. 
As part of the community response to Shell/Norco's offer to purchase two blocks of 
the Diamond community, the Concerned Citizens of Norco (CCN) and the Communities for 
a Better Environment collaborated to produce a report titled "Shell Games," the cover of 
which is presented below (Figure 3.5). 
SHELL GAMES 
Divide and Conquer the Diamond Community 
Figure 3.5 Cover of CCN report "Shell Games: Divide and Conquer the Diamond 
Community" 
The cover offers a clear example of Roland Barthes' argument that photographs convey a 
denotative as well as a connotative meaning. "All imitative arts, including photography, 
comprise two messages: a denotative message, which is the analogon itself, and a connoted 
message, which is the manner in which society to a certain extent communicates what it 
thinks of it" (17). The salient element of the cover of the report is the outstretched hand, 
caught at that decisive moment just as it is about to grab hold of the group of plastic homes. 
If one looks at the image in terms of the denotative meaning, one can say that the photograph 
has captured a particular instant during the playing of the board game Monopoly. The key 
pieces of the board game, the piles of money and the plastic houses, are also visible in the 
image further adding to the literal and denotative meaning. 
Yet the image acts connotatively and rhetorically because of the reader's ability to 
recognize the denotative meaning and specifically the cultural references and values 
embedded in the game of monopoly. Through the use of metonomy, the figure of speech that 
Barthes sees as "furnishing the greatest number of connotators," the image on the cover of 
the report critiques Shell's ethical conduct with respect to its land use policies and its relation 
to the communities that live in proximity to its industrial facilities. The hand reaching to take 
hold of the property is that of Shell/Norco, and the relationship between Shell/Norco and the 
Diamond community is cast in terms of the rules, norms, and the relationship among the 
players of the game of Monopoly. The business practices of acquisition and conquest, which 
the photo-essay by Berry and Misrach also documented, are made manifest through the use 
of the familiar cultural knowledge associated with Monopoly. 
As Misrach and Berry draw from the cultural codes and visual conventions aligned 
with mainstream environmental photographs, those responsible for constructing the cover of 
the "Shell Games" report also draw from well-known cultural symbols. Griflin writes that 
"as markers of collective memory, photographs are most useful when they symbolize socially 
shared concepts or beliefs .. ."(147). Corporate practices are aligned with the culturally 
recognized game of Monopoly and subsequently the acts of Shell, as a symbolic player of the 
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game, thus become interpreted within the ethics and values that are attributed to playing the 
game of Monopoly. When the corresponding text is included in the interpretation of the 
image, the questionable ethical behavior of Shell is made even more evident. As the image 
draws from the symbolic resources associated with the game of Monopoly, the 
accompanying text situates Shell's action within the language of war and conquest. When 
placed in dialogue with the discourse of balance and sustainabiiity, the cover of the report 
casts Shell's behavior as significantly incongruent with its stated principles and actions. 
And much like the historical evidence of Shell's geographic expansion offered in 
Beny and Misrach's photo-essay, the report by CCN also documents Shell's history of 
acquiring land in the area (Figure 3.6) 
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Figure 3.6 From "Shell Games: Divide and Conquer the Diamond Community" (3) 
The photograph from the CCN report also suggests that little to no separation exists between 
the activities of industry and the young child's. The vision of sustainable development for 
the young boy getting off the school bus is the same image of sustainability seen by the 
viewers of the photograph. But as the visible smokestacks clearly mark the space of industry 
in the image, viewers are left to wonder where the material space associated with the child 
has gone since no discernable marker of any community space is visible in the image. 
Has the community and the home of the young boy encountered the same fate as 
those other areas whose history is documented in the accompanying text? The text presents a 
brief historical account of the community of Diamond, documenting its inception and origin 
back to the Trepagnier Plantation ami the eventual formation of the Diamond community by 
the slaves who once worked the acreage of the plantation. Yet the places where the early 
inhabitants of Diamond lived, worked, and played have disappeared, those "cherished places 
now occupied by the Shell Chemical facility" (4). In contrast to industry reports on balance 
and sustainabilily, the CCN report offers an account of the situation feeing the residents of 
Diamond in terms of being conquered and occupied. The rich history of the Diamond 
community includes the long ancestral line of the people who have lived there, but a part of 
the rich history of the community is also the story of Shell's continued efforts to acquire the 
land for its industrial needs. While the places that have served to construct and reflect the 
identity of the community may be disappearing, the places which mark the sites of 
industrialization continue to grow. 
Capturing the child and the school bus juxtaposed with the industrial facility becomes 
even more relevant when considering the message conveyed by the accompanying text. The 
young man getting off the school bus embodies the continued heritage of the community. He 
may be able to tell where he, his grandparents, and parents were born but, but he may be 
unable to materially point to any of these physical places since they are now occupied by 
industry. Will those places, like Belltown, the Big Store, the Big Yard, be only identifiable 
through memory? The photograph, however, is not just a record of the past. It is also an 
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effort to motivate action so that the young boy can eventually recount a different history than 
that put forth by his ancestors. 
Other photographs in the report attempt to recount the past and history of Diamond 
and also communicate the more immediate and present situation facing the community and 
its residents. One of these photographs is a portrait of Margie Richard, who was instrumental 
in renegotiating Shell's initial offer to purchase the two-block section of the Diamond 
community. (Figure 3.7). 
Figure 3.7 Margie Richard, From the report "Shell Games" (9) 
Similar to the other images discussed in this chapter, the portrait of Richard also incorporates 
the juxtaposition of distinct spaces. In the background, behind Richard, are the familiar 
symbols of the local industry, the smokestacks. Yet, Richard, pictured in the foreground. 
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towers above the smokestacks. In fact, Richard takes up nearly one-half of the space in the 
image. She physically dominates the image, and although the smokestacks and the space of 
industry are visible, that space is given less presence in the image. 
The salience of Richard is made further evident by the fixed look of determination 
captured on her face. Her strength and resolve become more apparent when told of her 
personal history. The initial paragraphs of the accompanying text describe the familiar 
history of conquest, and Richard recounts her mother and father "telling us we had to move" 
because the "people who owned the land were selling the land to the company. To Shell" 
(9). Richard also offers her story of meeting Mary McLeod Bethune and hearing her speak at 
Richard's high school, named after Bethune. Richard notes that "part of her lives in me 
now," and Richard also states that she carries familial connections to the largest slave revolt 
in history. 
The largest slave revolt was along this riverfront. It was over 600 strong, standing up 
for freedom. One of my ancestors, on my children's side, their father's side— 
Hanibal Waters. He was marching for freedom. On my Dad's side some of our 
relatives were there with the group. (9) 
An interpretation of the portrait of a steadfast Richard now becomes infused with the 
knowledge of her source of strength. The inner strength of Richard, generated from a lineage 
of struggle and the fight for freedom, becomes outwardly visible as the image captures the 
physical presence of Richard. The history of Diamond may be cast as a story of conquest 
and occupation, yet Richard, drawing strength from those who have come before and who 
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have most influenced her, stands as the present day obstacle to Shell's continued practice of 
expansion. 
Richard may convey the sense of strength of the Diamond community, but a second 
portrait of a resident of Diamond conveys the angst felt by residents as they face the prospect 
of leaving their community because of Shell's expansion. Recall, that just prior to the 
beginning of my analysis of the "Shell Report," I made reference to the notion that the 
citizens of certain feneeline communities, including Diamond, were laced with the prospect 
of a death by geography. Either the pollutants and toxin from nearby industries would 
eventually cause the death of residents of these communities or they would essentially be 
driven off the land by industry's uncontrolled expansion. While the possibility of relocation 
seems like a positive outcome, and for many residents of feneeline communities it indeed is, 
there are also residents who see relocation and property purchase programs as a far from 
ideal solution. 
The anxiety of residents facing relocation become expressed by George Eugene, a 
seventy-seven year old man who has lived in Diamond all his life. The portrait of Eugene is 
taken outside what may be his home, and especially significant to the message conveyed in 
his account is the salient element in the image, the photograph that Eugene himself is holding 
(Figure 3.8 ). 
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Figure 3.8 George Eugene, From the report "Shell Games" (10) 
The photograph of Eugene is an example of what Mitchell deems a metapicture or a "picture 
within a picture that is simply one among many objects represented" (42). Mitchell suggests 
that one of the features of metapictures is their ability to explain what pictures are through 
the dialectic between the two pictures. Captions and other written text can be used in a 
dialectic manner to construct the meaning of an image and Mitchell suggests that the same 
process can occur through the use of metapictures. 
In the image of Eugene, for example, the interpretation can begin by noting the 
manner in which he is holding the photograph. Eugene is holding a picture of a woman, and 
his hand and arm are wrapped around the pictured woman's back and shoulder in a manner 
similar to the way in which one would wrap his arms around the shoulder of someone who 
may be physically present. His arms wrapped around the woman's shoulder, Eugene holds 
the portrait affectionately close to his body. In this metapicture, the photograph of the 
woman symbolizes one of the functions of a photograph, specifically its ability to record the 
vanishing past. 
Like the dead relatives and friends preserved in the family album, whose presence in 
photographs exorcises some of the anxiety and remorse prompted by their 
disappearance, so the photographs of neighborhoods now turned down, rural places 
disfigured and made barren, supply our pocket relation to the past. 
(Sontag 16) 
The woman in the photograph supplies Eugene's emotional and physical relation to the past. 
As a symbol for Eugene's personal and motional past, the photograph represents the 
disappearance not only of family and friends but also of a connection to a particular way of 
life made possible by Eugene's relation to a specific space. Facing the future is, as he states, 
a difficult task: 
Moving is not as easy as some may think it is. It's complicated to start a new life all 
over again. In other words what I'm saying is to meet new friends, to join another 
church, to get in whatever activities are going on in another town. That's going to be 
complicated. (11) 
For Eugene, the complication rests in his coming engagement in novel experiences, 
experiences that offer the possibility of new memories. In essence, the buyout and resulting 
relocation is for Eugene the beginning of a new life. And while new experiences and new 
memories may be in Eugene's future, the objects that tie Eugene to his past continue to 
disappear. He may have the photograph to remind him of the personal, emotional attachment 
with the woman pictured, yet other material objects and physical spaces that may have been 
able to generate the memories of his life experiences and culture have vanished at the 
expense of Shell's continued economic development. 
Faced with the prospect of relocation, Eugene admits that he wants to move away. 
And through the efforts of Richard, reports such as "Shell Games," and other citizen accounts 
of the history of the Diamond community offered in discussions with Shell, the residents of 
Diamond were able to negotiate an offer they felt was more equitable. But when seen in 
relation to the concept of sustainable development, the idea of relocation suggests that little 
has changed in relation to the narrative of progress. Central to both the photo-essay by Berry 
and Misrach and the report issued by CCN is the relation of the residents of the communities 
affected by specific industrial practices to the land they inhabit. The spaces and the 
environments these individuals inhabit are not the typically pristine areas of land that have 
been the focus of many preservation efforts. Yet these areas, especially to those who inhabit 
them, are still unique and deserve to be as pristine as possible by being protected from the 
physiological and psychological harm that results from toxins and pollutants. Instead of such 
preservation efforts, however, these residents face the sights, sounds, and smells of 
smokestacks and industrial production intruding into their personal spaces. They face the 
continual expansion of industrial facilities, displacing certain cultural institutions such as 
schools and churches. Like the stories that emerged of those displaced by the western 
expansion that occurred during the 19th century, perhaps the visual narratives of the 
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displacement of those in the twenty-first century will compel industry and the public to 
question their long held beliefs with respect to progress and sustainability. The photo-essay 
by Berry and Misrach and the report by CCN illustrate that relocation may not be the most 
effective means to challenge industrial practice. Moving residents to a new location, one 
further from industry, may decrease the effects of toxins and pollutants that these residents 
may have to face. Yet what becomes lost in the process of relocation is the cultural and 
communal identity established through the long association of a people and place. The 
efforts to communicate the value and worth of a community, its residents, cultural 
institutions, and its history can be a viable rhetorical strategy to challenge and subsequently 
revise industry's perceptions. 
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Chapter 4 Giving Vision a Voice: Photographs, Locals, and an Emerging Democratic 
Body of Experts 
In Chapter Two, I noted how corporations such as Dow and Shell often rely on 
scientific and technical expertise and information to communicate to the public that the air 
and water in communities neighboring industrial facilities are relatively free from 
contaminants. Given the complex technology and science underlying the production and 
assessment of industrial toxins it should come as no surprise that experts schooled in the 
fields of science and technology are granted a privileged role in matters pertaining to 
environmental hazards. In fact, contemporary society is, as defined by Fischer, an age of 
expertise given the technological and specialized nature of many of the issues facing the 
public (Citizens 9). The use of specialized experts and fields of knowledge to educate and 
guide the public on political matters is not, however, an entirely recent and modern 
phenomenon. In Ancient Greece, Plato viewed the masses and the public as ill-equipped and 
ill-prepared to conduct themselves in a manner suited to promoting and advancing the 
goodness of the state. To produce the moral and knowledgeable citizen, Plato turned to the 
philosopher-king, insisting that the philosopher-king could, through his expertise in rhetoric 
and rational modes of thinking, "make over the polis and its citizenry and produce the 
conviction that would be most beneficial to a city" (Kauffinan 357). The philosopher-king in 
contemporary society, I would argue, can be equated to those in the scientific and technical 
fields. Through their competence in the scientific and technical theories, experiments, and 
instruments used to assess the potential dangers from pollutants, these contemporary-toxic-
philosopher-kings attempt to construct a citizenry that holds the conviction that the dangers 
from toxins are regulated and under control. With their fears and anxieties calmed by way of 
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the communication of the knowledge gleamed from rational and objective science, the 
modern public can focus its attention on efforts focused on reaping the economic and social 
benefits of technological progress and innovation. 
Clearly, however, not everyone maintains the conviction that the scientific and 
technical approach to addressing toxins is the most astute and even the most trustworthy. 
Lacking the competence to verify and even challenge the communications by specialists and 
field-specific experts, the skeptical public is often resigned to a passive role, left to accept the 
communication advanced by industry and its scientific partners. As Lash and Wynne 
explain: 
Ethnographic fieldwork frequently shows that people were never particularly positive 
about the risks in question, or about their controlling institutions. They may not have 
expressed their criticism or dissent in public form, but that does not mean they were 
not chronically mistrustful of, skeptical of, or alienated from those institutions 
supposed to be in control. They may simply have been resigned to dependency on 
that institutional or political nexus, with no perceived power to influence it of make it 
more accountable. (6) 
The findings stated by Lash and Wynne raise two questions with respect to the efforts of the 
environmental justice movement. First, if the communications offered by industry and the 
contemporary-toxic-philosopher-kings attempt to produce a sense of understanding within 
the public, then what causes individuals living in proximity to the dangers of toxins to 
withhold such trust and acceptance in the communication put forth by industry? More 
specifically, if the public lacks the rhetorical competence to fully understand, verify, or 
critique technical and scientific discourse, then what rationale is used to adopt a stance of 
mistrust and skepticism? Second, what rhetorical means are available that can move a public 
beyond dependence on institutions so as to position itself as an entity capable of holding 
these institutions accountable for their actions? 
In this chapter, I argue that one function of the visual rhetoric used by the 
environmental justice movement is to critique a communicative practice that privileges select 
experts and that produces, as a result of its emphasis on field-specific expertise, a one-way 
process of communication. By challenging the reliance on industry and expert 
communications, the movement calls into question a public identity characterized by political 
malaise and passive acceptance of the information communicated by experts. The 
movement's visual rhetoric revises the presumed identity of the public as irrational and 
unable to intelligently participate in communicative efforts to define and address issues 
pertaining to toxins and pollutants. Rather than accepting the identity of the public as 
passively trusting the expert approach and lacking the knowledge and rhetorical competence 
to actively participate in discussions, the environmental justice movement attempts to 
construct the public as a knowledgeable and engaged citizenry, a citizenry that is able to 
"develop those opinions that will hold the state accountable for its actions in respect to the 
public interest" (Hariman and Lucaites 12). 
In the pages that follow, I introduce the expert and one-way approach to 
communicating matters pertaining to toxins by means of an example taken from Sharon 
Stewart's "Toxic Tour of Texas." I then draw from scholarship pertaining to the rhetoric of 
space to develop a framework that can be used to understand the rationale behind the public's 
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acceptance or critique of scientific and technical communications. I specifically turn to 
Fischer's explanation of cultural rationality, which he defines "as an informal logic deduced 
from past social experiences" to explain how these critiques become manifest in the 
movement's visual rhetoric (Fischer Citizens 138). To illustrate how the movement uses 
cultural rationality to critique the one-way approach to communication and to advance the 
movement's own understanding of toxicity, I conclude with an analysis of two pieces of 
communication, Sharon Stewart's "Toxic Tour of Texas," and "Code of Silence," a report 
issued by the Refinery Reform Campaign. 
Creating Public Trust and Conviction in Technology 
Figure 4.1 Ken Sirmons, Fruit and Vegetable Vendor 
Selling Next to MOTCO, Texas' #2 Superfund Site 
"Why would it be my health? I'm not over there in it. What about everybody over there 
working in it? It don't ever come over here. If it was gonna hurt anybody, they'd shut it down. 
They've got everything in the world to detect, you know. They said if there was any danger, 
they'd shut it down. They've got them alert things on top." 
—Ken Sirmons from Sharon Stewart's "Toxic Tour of Texas" 
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The photograph in Figure 4.1 and accompanying comments of Ken Sirmons are taken 
from Sharon Stewart's photo-essay "Toxic Tour of Texas." Situated in the foreground of the 
photograph is Sirmons, with his rolled-up sleeves, open shirt, and a watermelon resting on 
his shoulder. Immediately behind Sirmons is the open end of a pick-up truck, with various 
fruits and vegetables resting on the tailgate. In the background, a crane and what appear to 
be smokestacks can be seen rising into the air. Sirmons' relaxed pose coincides with the 
comments included in the text accompanying the image. As the text indicates, the rising 
towers behind Sirmons mark the site of an environmental hazard, Texas' #2 Superftind Site. 
Yet Sirmons, standing beside the truck that holds the fruits and vegetables he sells, finds the 
space in which he is selling his wares as safe from any potential dangers that the Superfund 
site behind him may pose. 
The image captures a moment of normality in the life of someone whose livelihood 
takes place within the shadows of a hazardous waste site. The relaxed pose of Sirmons, 
exhibited through his open shirt and his smile, belies the anxiety that other individuals may 
experience when considering the prudence and rationality of selling and purchasing food in 
proximity to such a serious environmental and industrial hazard. But as the accompanying 
text makes clear, Sirmons' actions are grounded in a specific form of rationality, namely in 
terms of his acceptance and trust in the ability of the technological tools of the contemporary-
toxic philosopher-kings to shut down the site should any danger be detected. The comments 
by Jim Sirmons that accompany the photograph illustrate the influence of expertise on issues 
relevant to the public, specifically in terms of demonstrating Sirmons' conviction that 
industry's use of technocratic expertise will ensure that he is protected from any potential 
dangers. 
The identity of Sirmons, exemplified by his faith in technology and trust in industry, 
is what the environmental justice movement attempts to revise. Sirmons exhibits the traits of 
what Lash refers to as passive trust, which, as a major tenet of modernism, is "based purely 
on the assumption of technical competence" (205-06). Yet the image and accompanying text 
provide no reasons that would undermine why Sirmons would hold any skepticism with 
respect to the ability of technology to oversee the safety of the Superftind site. To critique a 
public identity such as that exhibited by Sirmons, the movement introduces the reader to 
other residents living in similar hazardous environments, residents who, unlike Sirmons, have 
reasons and evidence for holding some skepticism in the ability of technology and industry to 
safely assess and manage hazardous environments. In constructing the stance of a more 
active citizenry, the movement calls for a public that shifts its identity from one based on 
passive trust to one of active trust which arises through the public's ability to "filter and 
contest expert-theories" (Lash 205-06). Drawing from the public's own form of logic, 
specifically in the form of cultural rationality, the movement presents a vision and identity of 
citizenship that is able to contest the communication put forth by field-specific experts and 
hold industry and various institutions accountable for their actions. 
Experiences of Place as a Rational Resource For Critique 
In recent years, scholars have expanded the study of rhetoric beyond written and oral 
discourse to also include visual artifacts. Scholars have studied and continue to investigate a 
variety of visual artifacts, including photographs, paintings, advertisements, and visual 
displays of quantitative data. In addition to these visuals, scholars have also begun to 
seriously look at architecture and household objects in an effort to understand how these 
material objects communicate through a rhetoric of design. Kostelnick and Hassett, for 
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instance, note how the architectural design of many university buildings are comprised of 
specific conventional building styles which influence those who view the building and those 
who work within its walls. For example, Greek Revival, one of the more typical architectural 
styles found on university campuses, "invites interpretations of stability, truth, and power" 
(11). The architectural style of the homes that comprise neighborhoods and communities can 
also influence how those who reside in the neighborhood perceive themselves as well as how 
those who pass by these homes perceive the community. A suburban track of two-story 
colonial houses" as Kostelnick and Hassett suggest, "might be perceptually ritualized to a 
midwestem middle-income American" (11). In addition to architectural styles, the rhetorical 
influence of design becomes notably evident when considering the various designs of such 
objects as cars, furniture, and everyday household items that one can choose from. Buchanan 
suggests that in selecting among the various choices or products, users are influenced not just 
by the functionality of the product but also by the values and attitudes embodied within the 
design of the object. 
Design is an art of communication on two levels: it attempts to persuade audiences 
not only that a given design is useful, but also that a designer's premises or attitudes 
or values regarding practical life or the proper role of technology are important, as 
well. (Buchanan 97) 
In the everyday spaces in which we live, work, and play, our values, beliefs, and attitudes 
become constructed and reflected by our interactions with the various objects that are found 
in these spaces. An understanding of the rhetoric of architecture and design suggests that we 
can begin to understand an individual's identity by considering how the spaces an individual 
inhabits, including the material objects that constitute these spaces, shape and reflect a 
person's values and beliefs. 
The relation between identity and space is not a novel concept to those studying 
geography and the landscape. In describing the geographic development of Southern 
California, Meinig notes how the topography and climate were influential in shaping the 
construction of specific material objects. These objects have since become a part of the 
region's identity and have also been influential in shaping the identity of those who inhabit 
this area of the country. 
The patio, swimming pool, and backyard barbeque, furniture and clothing designed 
for relaxed daily living, the enjoyment of sun bathing, swimming, surfing, and tennis 
were all beautifully appropriate to the sunny summer-dry sub tropics amidst the 
orange groves and flowering shrubs between the mountains and the seashore. (171) 
The Southern California lifestyle is marked not just by the weather and terrain but also by the 
clothing and household objects that constitute and reflect an identity of relaxation, recreation, 
and a more positive orientation toward daily leisure. The topography and material objects of 
the Southern California environment not only construct and reflect specific values but also 
shape specific actions that become identified with the inhabitants of the region. Those living 
in Southern California, for instance, not only hold a different perception of leisure but also 
enact this perception through the recreational activities made available by the natural 
geography and man-made objects. 
A person's identity can thus be seen as shaped by the space he inhabits, space that 
includes the individual's experiences and relations with others who inhabit and act within the 
same space. When we consider the interaction of natural and man-made terrain and objects, 
the practices and actions that circulate within the environment, and the historical and current 
relations among the individuals and institutions that inhabit the environment we can begin to 
understand the factors that influence one's identity and the construction of what Cantrill 
refers to as the environmental self. An environmental self 
grows out of one's exposure to the natural world (including both polluted as well as 
pristine settings) and visions of the environment harvested from the mass media and 
interpersonal networks... Different bases of experience result in different reactions to 
different environments, preferences for different types of activities, responses to 
environmental communications, and assumptions regarding one's vested self-interest 
in environmental issues (Cantrill 304). 
We can look back to the image/text of Robert Simons as an example of an individual 
exhibiting his environmental self, specifically in terms of understanding Sirmons' identity in 
relation to the objects and practices present in the space he works and lives. Sirmons' space 
consists of various objects from fruits and vegetables to a environmentally hazardous waste 
site. It is the practice of technological rationality and his faith in industry that allows 
Sirmons to be presented as someone who feels at ease in an environment where others may 
not exhibit such a relaxed pose. An understanding of the concept of the environmental self 
demonstrates that individuals inhabiting the same environment may, nonetheless, have 
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different reactions to and perceptions of that same space. These distinctions emerge through 
the various past experiences with the objects and practices that exist within the environment 
these individuals inhabit. 
Understanding the formation of one's environmental self offers one way of 
explaining why some members of the public may be resistant and mistrustful of the 
communication advanced by industry even when these members of the public may not be 
competent in adjudicating the findings expressed in technical and scientific discourse. In 
contrast to using an objective and scientific rationality, these individuals instead draw from 
their own form of rationality, a rationality based largely on historical and cultural events and 
experiences that have occurred within the spaces populated by industry and the public. The 
public may indeed exhibit fear and anxiety over toxins and may distrust corporate 
communications, yet these emotions and perceived irrationalities are fostered by a viable set 
of reasons. "Cultural rationality," as Fischer explains, "is concerned with the impacts, 
intrusions, and implications of a particular event or phenomenon on the social relations that 
constitute the world" (Citizens 133). To understand how the visual rhetoric of the 
environmental justice movement critiques the one-way process of communication requires 
identifying the impacts, intrusions, and implications of the scientific and technical 
communication process on those living within environmentally hazardous spaces. 
Cultural rationality thus equates to the public's own expertise which becomes 
communicated through the records of industry's various impacts and intrusions on the lives 
of the public. Cultural rationality consists of social knowledge; it is the way individuals 
choose to live with the potential dangers from toxins and pollutants, choices informed by 
previous social experiences and the historical relationships individuals and communities have 
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had with respect to industry's practices and communications about the potential harm from 
toxins and pollutants. The visual rhetoric of the movement puts forth the identities and 
environmental selves of those who live in proximity to environmental hazards, individuals 
whose identities have been shaped by experiencing the objects and practices which make up 
these spaces. By drawing from the cultural rationality of these individuals, the movement 
has one possible rhetorical rhetorical resource to critique industrial practices and to 
potentially foster a more dialogic communicative exchange. 
The Rational Environmental Selves in Sharon Stewart's "Toxic Tour of Texas" 
Sharon Stewart's "Toxic Tour of Texas" is a collection of photographs and personal 
stories that visualize and describe the practices of industry in Texas and the effects of these 
practices on select individuals and communities. The Gulf Coast of Texas, similar to the 
Cancer Alley region of the Mississippi River in Louisiana, is home to numerous 
petrochemical facilities, and Stewart's images focus on the individuals who inhabit the Gulf 
Coast of Texas. In her description of the tour, Stewart explains that 
The guides on this tour are farmers, priests, mothers, ranchers, engineers, nurses, and 
teachers who are intent on protecting their land, their children, their homes, and their 
communities from exposure to hazardous waste.. .Their united plea is for the basic 
life-sustaining elements of clean land, air, and water. They have influenced and 
reversed governmental decisions. They have halted harmful industrial practices. They 
have changed their personal lifestyles, habits, and attitudes as a model of shared 
responsibility for maintaining this balance of life on Earth. (http://www.humanities-
interactive.org/texas/toxicA 
In one sense, the people photographed in the tour can be seen as representative of the 
American public. Those pictured include a teacher, a mother, ranchers, and nurses. Yet 
many of these individuals, as Stewart notes, have undergone some change in their identity 
due in part to their commitment toward promoting clean air, water, and land. They are 
teachers, mothers, nurses, and ranchers but also environmentalists and active citizens. 
As the image/text of Ken Sirmons I discussed earlier illustrates, not all of the 
individuals photographed by Stewart have changed their lifestyles to become engaged 
environmentalists. Figure 4.2, a second image taken from the "Toxic Tour of Texas," is a 
photograph of Tom Arnold, another individual whose life choices and actions seem 
somewhat unaltered by the presence of a toxic environment. 
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Figure 4.2 Windsurfer Tom Arnold at the Texas City Dike 
The photograph of Tom Arnold as the windsurfer echoes the images common to many tourist 
brochures as Arnold's playful pose, the sun, sand, and water all serve to construct a vision of 
a place of recreation and leisure. Any notion that the image may be communicating anything 
beyond the promotion of a place of recreation and leisure is not initially apparent. It is not 
until encountering the accompanying written text that the image becomes more than a 
conventional tourism photograph. In Chapter One, I mentioned that one of the more notable 
images from Love Canal, as Szasz notes, is the film of the young boy riding his bicycle 
through the visually pristine suburban neighborhood. The narration accompanying the image 
of the boy, however, upsets the tranquility of the suburban scene by noting the number of 
birth defects occurring in the neighborhood, supposedly caused by the leaking industrial 
chemicals. Like the young boy in the Love Canal image, Tom Arnold the windsurfer is also 
engaged in an act of recreation, supposedly in a safe and pristine environment. Yet the text 
that accompanies the photograph of Arnold introduces a sense of incongruity when it comes 
to interpreting the place and action pictured in the image. 
Surfing in this water? Well, it's all I got. It could be better. It certainly would be nice 
if you were assured that it was not harmful to your health, and I do not know that for 
a fact. If there was some sort of catastrophe, I wouldn't sail here. Say, if there was a 
big spill or a chemical thing, you know, I'm worried about that. 
(Tom Arnold, from "Toxic Tour of Texas") 
Arnold's environmental self is heavily influenced by his recreational activity and the 
relationship he has with the water. He readily admits to having some apprehension about the 
water quality, indicating that he would like to be assured that it is safe. But without the 
information and guidance from the contemporary-toxic-philosopher-king, the only other 
motive that may change Arnold's relationship with the water would be the occurrence of 
some type of chemical catastrophe. Until such a catastrophe occurs, or until the scientific 
community informs him that the current quality of the water is too dangerous, Arnold will 
continue to find the water as a source of recreation and enjoyment. Along with Arnold's 
statement expressing his anxiety about the water quality, Stewart provides the following 
information from a report which documents the level of contaminants in the water that 
Arnold and others see as a source of recreation: 
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The levels of lead are 6 times over the Environmental Protection Agency's aquatic 
standard, copper 4 times, nickel 13 times, and silver 10 times, at the Texas City Dike. 
Water Sampling Report, May 1990, North Water District Laboratory Services (From, 
"Toxic Tour of Texas") 
According to the report by the North Water District Laboratory Services, the levels of 
various toxic metals in the water at the Texas City Dike have been found to exceed what the 
scientific community deems as acceptable. Recall that Tom Arnold admits that had he the 
information that would indicate that the water poses a health threat, then he may be willing to 
change his lifestyle and no longer surf in the water. The report from the Laboratory is 
available to Stewart and published by Stewart, yet one is left to wonder why Arnold, who 
admits to wanting such information, feels he has not been adequately assured about the safety 
of the water. 
The image/text of Arnold seems to prompt a series of questions pertaining to the 
activities of residents along the Gulf Coast and of the activities of the state and its institutions 
as well. Has Arnold had access to the report stating the levels of toxins in the water? If so, 
why is the data in the report unable to change his perceptions? Or is Arnold unaware that 
such data exists, and is he unaware of the process involved in acquiring the report? Is the 
process of distributing and circulating the information pertaining to the levels of metal in the 
water fixed in such a way so as to make public access to the report difficult? The visual 
rhetoric of the image/text of Arnold serves as a resource for further invention and reflection. 
Similar to Delicath and De Luca's analysis of the protest rhetoric of such environmental 
groups as Greenpeace, the image/texts of Stewart 
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create opportunities for generative argument by increasing the visibility of 
environmental issues, subverting the privilege of dominant environmental discourses, 
and expanding the range of thinkable thoughts with regards to environmental issues. 
(324) 
How individuals think about environmental issues with respect to toxic environments can 
thus be seen in terms of how the practices of industry influence people's ways of life. 
Stewart's visual rhetoric extends discussions of environmental issues beyond quantifiable 
norms, estimates, and measurements of pollutants to include the discourse of cultural 
rationality and the reasons why individuals act as they do within toxic spaces. The visual 
rhetoric of Stewart expands an understanding of toxins by way of generating fiirther 
reflection upon industry's willingness and ability to communicate the quantifiable norms, 
estimates, and measurements of pollutants. The critique offered by Stewart is shaped not by 
challenging the validity of the data but rather by challenging the communicative practices 
which guide the circulation of information. 
In Figure 4.3, Stewart offers another vision of a citizen who has been shaped by the 
practices of industry and the state. The image and text is of Jeter Steger, who has spent much 
of his life in a residential neighborhood once the site of a creosote plant. 
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Figure 4.3. Jeter Steger, Resident, Carver Terrace Subdivision, EPA Designated 
Superfund Site 
Guided by Jeter Steger's downward glance, the viewer notices the salient element in this 
image, the disfigurement visible on Steger's outward turned arms. Similar to the gaze of 
John Bell's wife (Figure 1. 2), whose eyes were focused on her husband's physiological 
effects, Steger's eyes perform the same function for those looking at his photograph, notably 
helping to promote the gaze that makes visible the private pain and hidden scars of the effects 
of toxins. The outward turn of his arms makes the display of his disfigurement a public act 
and amounts to a rhetorical resource by which the dangers of toxins become communicated, 
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a way to personalize the objective numbers and data of traditional approaches to 
epidemiology. In this sense, the image seems to serve as a visible document, as visible 
evidence of the physical effects of toxins on Steger. 
The written text accompanying the image of Steger offers an explanation of how the 
disfigurement occurred. 
Most of the people who live out here were aware that this had been the site of a 
creosote treatment plant. They were not aware of the hazards that were involved with 
the place being reclaimed for residential use. And they were not aware of the studies 
done by the Texas Water Commission that revealed some of the inherent problems a 
person would encounter as a result of being exposed to creosote. Because there had 
been no problems, nobody was concerned. I, at that point, had kidney failure. (John 
Steger, from "Toxic Tour of Texas") 
The scarred body of Steger is a result of his treatment for kidney failure, a physiological 
condition that seems to have been caused by the contamination of his residential 
neighborhood, once the site of a creosote plant. Yet the image/text offers more than just the 
physical evidence of Steger's health condition. The cause of the scars and Steger's medical 
condition, supposedly linked to the former creosote plant, can also be attributed to the lack of 
awareness on the part of Steger. He admits that he along with other residents of the 
community were unaware of the studies conducted by the state. Again, the visual rhetoric 
used to present the identity of John Steger raises questions as to why Steger and others living 
in the neighborhood did not have access to the report. One of the potential reasons why the 
residents failed to see the importance of the state's study was in the lack of any visual and 
immediate effects of living on the reclaimed property. The residents knew the neighborhood 
was once the site of a creosote plant. But since no residents exhibited any visible and 
catastrophic evidence of the danger posed by the creosote and contamination in the area, the 
area was deemed, from the understanding of the residents, to be safe. 
The image/text of Steger prompts reflection along two lines of inquiry. First, is the 
perception of Steger and other residents that the state's data was unneeded a result of the 
ways in which they understood the potential threats that the former creosote plant posed? Is 
the cultural rationality found in the residents of toxic environments such that they view the 
threats from toxins as only materializing in an immediate fashion? As Luke explains, 
modern science is often unable to conclusively determine the specific human responses to 
toxins and the latency period involved in any human exposure. The identity of Steger serves 
to insert into the public discussion and public consciousness that the risks from toxins may 
occur further down the road. Public belief guided by the assumption that effects will be 
immediate needs to be reconsidered. Second, Stewart's image/text raises issues with respect 
to the communication practices of the state. If the creosote posed any dangers to the 
residents, as the report by the Texas Water Commission suggests, then why were residents 
not informed of these potential risks by the proper institutions? Why would those who had 
the scientific and technical expertise, those in position to ensure the betterment of the 
community and its citizens, choose not to inform the public and perhaps even prohibit the 
building of the residential area on the former industrial site? 
Whether the difficulty in the communication process rests with an obtuse procedure 
on the part of the state and industry that seriously precludes public access to the information 
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or whether the fault rests in a passive public seems to be resolved in the image/texts of those 
who have taken a more active effort to acquire information. Stewart's photo-essay, as her 
introduction indicates, offers the views and visions of those citizens who have sought ways to 
hold industry and the state accountable for the environmental and industrial hazards. One 
such individual is pictured in Figure 4.4. 
Figure 4.4 Lailey Sczepanik and Daughter, Katja 
In this image, the salient element is the decisive moment captured by the photograph, a 
moment that becomes apparent when considering the interaction of the three key elements in 
the image: the child, the mother, and the glass of water on the table. The child's right hand is 
outstretched, intent on grabbing the glass of water resting on the table. The mother, whose 
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arms are firmly locked around the child's waist, is intent on preventing the child from 
grabbing the glass. The mother's eyes are focused on the physical space separating the 
child's hands from the glass, a gaze designed to ensure that the child's hand cannot 
physically reach the glass. In one sense, the image can be seen to epitomize the curiosity of a 
child and a mother's attempts to restrain the child's curiosity in order to prevent the child 
from making a mess. 
Yet the restraint being performed by Lailey Sczepanik is motivated by more than just 
her wishes to prevent a messy kitchen. As the caption accompanying the image notes: 
I have eight kids, and I figured I had better have my well water tested. I live next to 
two pits. The Bureau of Radiation Control came and they said, "What is your reason 
for thinking you need your water tested?" Three months later they called me and said, 
"Do not drink your well water. We are sending you a report." I have been drinking 
this water for nine years. What am I going to do, truck in water for a family of ten? 
Lailey Sczepanik, Member 
Panna Maria Concerned Citizens 
(From, "Toxic Tour of Texas") 
Sczepanik's concern over the glass of water is generated by her doubts as to whether the 
water is safe to drink. Even though no visible evidence can be seen which may suggest that 
the water is contaminated, Sczepanik nonetheless takes action, insisting that her water be 
tested. Sczepanik stands in contrast to the previous citizens who accept contamination as a 
normal aspect of their lives, who perceive the lack of any visible evidence as a sign that no 
106 
problems exist, and who lack the information that may alert them to any concerns or, in fact, 
confirm the concerns that they already hold. Rather than passively waiting for the state to 
provide the information to alleviate her concerns, Sczepanik engages in an active effort to 
accumulate the information that she feels is necessary to protect herself and her children. 
Sczepanik is not just one person or a mother who made a phone call out of concern 
for her children. She is a member of a grassroots environmental organization, the Panna 
Maria Concerned Citizens. The image/text of Sczepanik can now be seen as more than a 
captured moment of a mother in action, attempting to protect her child from possible harm. 
The mother is also an engaged citizen concerned not only for the welfare of her own children 
but for others as well and who has come to know quite well the workings of the 
communication practices of industry and the state. The woman and mother presented in the 
image is an expert in her own right, one able and willing to give advice to those facing 
situations similar to those she has faced. 
Get information from every source you can. And if they will not give it to you, then I 
think you make some noise to make them give it to you. Frequently that's what 
happens because the companies don't cooperate tremendously well, or that's the 
experience pretty much with everyone I've talked to. They don't forthcome real well, 
unless you put the pressure on them. But the bad part is you have to be prepared to 
the idea of getting pressure back. 
(Lailey Sczepanik, from "Toxic Tour of Texas") 
Sczepanik's advice is generated from the knowledge she has gained from her experiences of 
living in a toxic environment. She has discovered that information pertaining to toxins and 
pollutants is often difficult to obtain. Sczepanik's knowledge is not based on subjective 
experience, however, since she discloses that other citizens she has talked to have also found 
industry unwilling to cooperate and share information. The identity of Sczepanik presented 
by Stewart is not one of passivity or acceptance, nor is her identity one that has come to rely 
on the one-way approach to communication. Sczepanik is a mother and protector of her 
children and also an engaged citizen and concerned environmentalist, identities rooted in her 
desire and drive to acquire all the information that she can possibly attain. The same effort to 
critique existing corporate-sponsored communication practices is also the subject of the 
"Code of Silence," a report released by the Refinery Reform Campaign (RRC), and to which 
I now turn my analysis. 
Breaking the Code of Silence 
Similar to the Concerned Citizens of Norco that I discussed in Chapter Three, the 
RRC also disseminates "reports" that seek to promote an understanding of the issues facing 
residents who live alongside petrochemical facilities. "Code of Silence," as the authors 
indicate, "is one in a series of reports focusing on the human toll of the oil industry's 
'collateral damage' caused by failure to comply with the Federal Clean Air Act and 
violations of the New Source Review program" (2). The authors go on to explain that "the 
personal accounts told in this report, and others in the series, document the importance of 
strengthening enforcement of the law at our nation's refineries, not weakening it" (2). A part 
of the personal accounts provided in "Code of Silence" is the visual evidence of the effects of 
certain industrial practices on specific individuals. And like Stewart's "Toxic Tour of 
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Texas," they offer a glimpse into the lives of those living in toxic spaces. 
Prior to analyzing the specific accounts of those whose lives have been shaped by the 
practices occurring in toxic spaces, I want to first discuss the cover of the report, a visual 
statement declaring one of the central issues facing residents in the area of Beaumont/Port 
Arthur, Texas. 
jedy of Beaumont/Port Arthur, Texas 
ace of Ollto Graveyard of Reflriery Communities. 
Figure 4.5 Cover of the RRC s "Code of Silence" 
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Framed by the vertical text on the left and the horizontal text on the bottom of the page is the 
face of a young African-American child, his eyes wide open but his mouth sealed shut by a 
piece of tape. The significance of the verbal constraint emerges through the text on the left 
hand side and bottom of the cover. The young child in the image exemplifies the most recent 
generation in the historical "toxic tragedy" that is occurring in the Beaumont/Port Arthur, 
Texas region. The residents in these communities feel that their ill-health is a result of living 
next to numerous oil refineries, but they are unable to adequately address these health effects 
because of their inability to voice the concerns. What limits the residents of Port 
Arthur/Beaumont to voice their concerns is not their lack of competence in scientific and 
technical discourse. The difficulty facing these residents resides in the privileging of another 
discourse, that of economic progress, which has constructed a prevailing belief system and 
course of action that value jobs over health and human welfare. 
The unspoken "Code of Silence" was probably born in Beaumont and Port Arthur as 
the oil industry brought jobs and growth to the region. People were unaware of the 
hazards of exposure to chemicals, air pollution and strong odors. They could see only 
the economic benefit, so the phrase, "the smell of money" became the refrain when 
referring to pollution. (4) 
In the initial days of industrialization, the region became identified by the economic benefits 
brought about by the refineries. As a result, one of the prevailing discourses that emerged 
and became rooted in the cultural life of the region was the discourse of progress. But as the 
discourse of progress and economics gained prominence, the discourse attempting to specify 
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the effects of industrialization, "the hazards of exposure to chemicals, air pollution and 
strong odors," was summarily silenced. The young man on the cover of the "Code of 
Silence" is the latest resident of the Beaumont/Port Arthur to be silenced, unable to insert a 
discourse that would raise concerns about the health effects of the region's refineries. 
The boy, similar to other residents who previously populated the Beaumont/Port 
Arthur region, finds himself constrained by the codes of communication and social belief 
which see profits and economic prosperity as more important than environmental principles. 
The cover image provides a statement on the communicative situation facing residents of the 
region, while also asking the reader to consider what the future for this region and this young 
child may be. The image is of a young African-American child, one who has yet to face the 
full effects of these communicative practices. What will happen to this young boy if the tape 
is not removed, if he and the emerging generation of residents who will face the effects of 
industrialization are not able to voice their concerns? The personal accounts from the report 
which follow attempt to provide the answer to this question. 
Figure 4.6, an image taken from the report, introduces the reader to Hilton "Pops" 
Kelly, a resident of Port Arthur/Beaumont. 
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Figure 4.6 Hilton "Pops" Kelly, from "Code of Silence" 
Initially, the portrait of Kelly may seem devoid of any rhetorical quality or persuasiveness. 
In fact, the rhetorical quality aligned with Kelly emerges from the text that accompanies his 
image. In the accompanying text, Kelly discloses his frequent cough, the strange rashes in 
the area, and the number of illnesses of local residents. He also notes: 
The question that stays in my mind is why won't our city mayor or councilmen help 
us? Why are people afraid to talk about the pollution and the serious health problems? 
There has got to be something the EPA can do to get better control of these refineries. 
I am tired of itchy skin, burning eyes and scratchy throat. What will happen to me if I 
stay here? How long will I survive the toxic pollution? 
(Hilton Kelly, from "Code of Silence" 6) 
Kelly is pictured in contrast to the boy on the cover, the individual denied the opportunity to 
speak. No constraints seem to keep Kelly from attempting to raise awareness of the frequent 
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health problems of local residents and of criticizing the communication practices that help 
foster a rhetorical environment that limits the ability of the public to voice its concerns about 
the hazards from toxins. Kelly raises two fundamental principles of democracy: the need for 
the public to participate in issues and the need for the state and government agencies to 
respond to the people's concerns. One way that Kelly and the authors of "Code of Silence" 
attempt to bring the problems of his neighborhood to greater public awareness is through the 
use of visible evidence that documents the costs of the code of silence and the practice and 
discourse of economic prosperity. 
One of the personal accounts and visuals offered by Kelly details the story of Shaza 
and her three children, all lifelong residents of Port Arthur. 
When Shaza was pregnant with her last child nine years ago she developed an upper 
respiratory infection. Her child was born, and for nine years that child has had to deal 
with a severe asthmatic condition. At least once a day he has to use a breathing device 
to help him breathe, (from "Code of Silence" 7) 
Accompanying the textual information is the photograph of the boy, an image of the young 
man's environmental self (Figure 4.7). The identity of Shaza's young son is constructed in 
part through the technology, the apparatus he holds that assists him in breathing. 
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Figure 4.7 Shaza and Her Children, from the "Code of Silence" 
The image of the young boy has been framed so that he is only visible from the neck down. 
The face, a fixture in portraiture often used to convey one's essence and one's "inner being," 
is omitted in this photograph (Clarke 101). Instead of a face or an expression to construct the 
boy's identity, the most salient element, the technology, is used to communicate who this 
young man is. Breaking the code of silence in this image occurs through visually presenting 
the identity of Shaza's young child, an identity constructed through the boy's outer and 
publicly visible technological device that helps sustain his health. What could be a private 
and embarrassing identity is turned instead into a public vision and public form of 
communication designed to raise awareness of the effects of toxins on this particular family. 
A second personal account and visual from the report uses a similar approach by 
making the environmental self of local resident Othello publicly available (Figure 4.8). 
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Figure 4.8 Othello, from "Code of Silence1 
The image of Othello captures him disclosing his identity, marked by the technology that 
becomes visible after he has lifted his shirt. Recall that in the image of John Steger (Figure 
4.3) he was photographed with his arms turned outwards, a pose that publicly discloses the 
effects of contaminants on his body. A similar act of public disclosure takes place in the 
photograph of Othello. 
In the text that follows the image of Othello, Kelly identifies the technology that is 
attached to Othello and suggests that the refineries may be the cause for Othello needing the 
device: 
Mr. Othello is a lite-long resident next to Exxon Mobil refinery. All his life, the 
refineries had told his community that there was "no danger." But now, for the rest of 
his lite, Othello has to live with a colostomy bag attached to his side, wondering if 
pollution is at the root of his health problems. 
(From, "Code of Silence," 8) 
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The image/texts of both Shaza's son and Othello present the accounts of two residents who 
live within toxic environments. These spaces have been instrumental in shaping both of their 
identities, identities tied specifically to their health problems and the technology needed to 
assist them with coping with their health problems. In an effort to break the "code of 
silence" and to raise awareness of the issues people face within toxic environments, the RRO 
report attempts to insert a rhetoric of visual epidemiology. Yet, as I mentioned previously, 
assigning any causality of health problems to toxins and pollutants is a difficult task, one 
often characterized by inconclusive scientific findings and conclusions. Suggesting that 
various physical and health effects of residents are a result of living in close proximity to 
industrial facilities may indeed be a rhetorical resource for the movement, but this line of 
reasoning and practice of communication must be considered within the context of causality 
just noted. Furthermore, such a rhetorical approach must also be considered in light of the 
emotional appeals that such images often conjure, a topic I take up in the final chapter. 
Conclusion 
In the introduction to this chapter, I suggested that the social practices related to 
pollutants, namely the belief in technocratic rationality and the communication practices by 
industry and the state, create a citizenry that is often left to rely on institutions to manage the 
public's health and welfare. The particular way of thinking and communicating about 
toxicity can construct a public that seems unwilling to challenge the practices and 
communication by industry. The practices that take place within toxic spaces also construct 
citizens who, like Lailey Sczepanik, do not accept the one-way flow of information, who 
choose instead to hold the state accountable for fully informing the public of the dangers they 
may face from pollutants. The critique posited by the visual rhetoric analyzed in this chapter 
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is that the communicative process, specifically the ability of the public to participate in this 
process, is inherently flawed. 
The basic premises of liberal society suggest that all individuals are rational agents, 
who, once armed with adequate information or understanding of some problem, can 
decide upon a suitable strategy for coping by themselves." 
(Luke 250-51) 
As Sczepanik makes clear and as the other image/texts intimate, information relevant to 
public health may be available, yet the process that would allow the public to acquire this 
information is often a source of conflict. One of the functions of the movement's visual 
rhetoric is to call the state and industry to account, to raise awareness of the communicative 
practices of the state and industry that allows relevant information to be withheld from the 
public. 
By making visible the experiences of residents living in toxic environments, the 
movement has, as a rhetorical resource, one means to publicly contest the institutionally 
sanctioned communication practices. In her analysis of Chicano murals, Le Ware argues that 
such public visual displays "make an argument for community development, calling attention 
to unique cultural characteristics and historical events that have shaped a community's 
progress" (LaWare 141). Among the cultural characteristics and historical events that have 
shaped industrial communities such as those along the Texas Gulf Coast are those intrusions 
and impacts residents have faced due to the heavy industrialization that is a part of these 
communities. One of the central issues, as this chapter has sought to argue, is the 
communicative practices of industry. What results from an understanding of the experiences 
of residents is a historical record of industry's limited efforts to cooperate with respect to 
providing the needed information. If an informed citizenry is a necessary component for a 
democratic society, then the issue of how the public becomes informed, specifically in terms 
of the ways in which information is circulated, becomes a central topic for critique. 
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Chapter 5 Locating Rationality and Reason in the Visual Rhetoric of a Culture of 
Disorder 
The analyses in the previous chapters of my study have focused on identifying the 
ways in which the environmental justice movement uses visual rhetoric to contest industry's 
constructions of the practices of sustainable development. Additionally, my analyses 
explored the ways that the environmental justice movement challenges the reliance on 
technocratic rationality and corporate contentions that an open and democratic 
communication process exists in efforts devoted to communications on pollutants and toxins. 
The ability of the movement to rhetorically challenge the practices advanced by industry 
speaks to the important role of social movements in contemporary society. The movement, 
when seen as a rhetorical event, holds the potential to extend the ways in which issues 
pertaining to sustainability and pollutants are not only discussed but are defined and 
understood as well. 
Yet an analysis of the visual rhetoric of the movement needs to move beyond 
descriptive accounts that identify the new norms and the alternative definitions that the 
movement's rhetoric advances. A study of the visual rhetoric of the movement must also 
incorporate matters of evaluation in order to address whether the new norms become 
accepted into the forum and whether the new norms change the consciousness of the 
audience. In order to be deemed as acceptable, the visual rhetoric of the movement must 
address certain constraints that have been placed on the rhetoric of environmental 
movements. Environmentalists have been consistently labeled as hysterical, uneducated, and 
irrational in their efforts to challenge industry's assertions that toxins pose little threat. 
Additionally, many scholars have critiqued the use of visual rhetoric claiming that this mode 
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of communication simply operates through emotional appeals and thus is unable to fully 
communicate the complexity and logic found in traditional written and oral forms of 
argument (Zarefsky). To some degree, the visual rhetoric of the movement I have analyzed 
moves beyond these negative evaluations and therefore offers the possibility to challenge the 
critiques of irrationally assigned to not only the rhetoric of environmentalists but of the visual 
as well. 
Drawing from the notion of cultural rationality discussed in Chapter Four, I set out in 
this final chapter to evaluate the alternative visions advanced by the environmental justice 
movement to uncover how the movement's visual rhetoric moves beyond labels of irrational, 
emotional, and hysterical rhetoric. The rhetoric used by the movement not only attempts to 
cultivate an understanding of the problems of toxins in contemporary society but also seeks 
to change industry's practices with respect to environmental hazards and public perceptions 
of these practices. In my effort to evaluate the movement's visual rhetoric, I draw from 
Foss's suggestion that an evaluation of visual rhetoric can involve four areas. She suggests 
that an evaluation can explore 1) whether the visual rhetoric accomplishes its function, 2) 
whether the visual rhetoric offers emancipatory potential and coincides with a certain ethical 
system, 3) whether the visual rhetoric changes the audience, and 4) whether the visual 
rhetoric contributes to rational debate (309-10). I argue that the visual rhetoric of the 
environmental justice movement accomplish its function by redefining understandings of 
sustainability and industry's commitment to open communication. I also argue that the 
visual rhetoric of the environmental justice movement offers a voice for those who have been 
consistently silenced in their attempts to voice concerns over toxins and pollutants. In this 
sense, the movement achieves the first two areas of evaluation outlined by Foss. But while 
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the movement's visual rhetoric may be seen as contributing to a rational debate on toxins, the 
reliance on this more rational approach significantly erodes its ability to change the audience, 
an audience accustomed to a visual culture that promotes images of disorder. My study thus 
raises questions pertaining to Foss's concerns with the need for visual rhetoric to contribute 
to rational debate. Moreover, as I will outline in this chapter, the irrationality attributed to 
visual rhetoric is a result of more than the inherent associations between the image and 
emotion. Instead, irrationality, as it pertains to images of toxicity, can be traced to the larger 
social norms that foster a public understanding and visual culture in which irrationality and 
images of disorder are seen as the norm. 
Environmental Irrationality and Vivid Images in Political and Policy Debates 
Many scholars from a variety of disciplines have noted how the public's ability to 
participate in contemporary political debates is often limited due to the growing reliance on 
specialized experts. Discussions of policy issues such as environmental hazards are often 
situated within spheres of communication and fields of argument that are marked by specific 
norms of communication associated with specialized fields of knowledge. Fields of 
argument, as advanced by Willard, are locations of rhetorical exchange marked by 
identifiable "subject matter, problem focus, methods, and relations with other fields" (149). 
And as Frank Fischer further clarifies, fields of argument are "organized around particular 
judgmental systems for deciding what counts as knowledge as well as the adjudication of 
competing claims" (Fischer Reframing 231). Public policy communications are thus marked 
by specific norms that determine the relevant subject matter, the methods used to debate the 
subject matter, and just as important, the methods used to evaluate the claims and positions 
on the policy issues. 
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One of the specific fields of argument in contemporary society is constituted by the 
ways in which experts debate and discuss issues pertaining to environmental toxins and 
pollutants. As I noted in Chapter Two, the norms of communication associated with this 
field often correspond to the norms of traditional argument and the syllogism. 
In presenting an argument (of the simplest possible form), someone asserts that some 
proposition B, is true (1) because some other proposition, A, is true and (2) because B 
follows from or is supported by A. (Blair 44) 
In the case of toxins, industry often asserts that the levels of pollutants in the air or water 
pose no danger (proposition B) because the levels that exist are less than those deemed as 
dangerous (proposition A). This form of reasoning corresponds to what Walter Fisher has 
deemed as the rational world paradigm, which he contends is the most familiar and most 
accepted form of reasoning. The rational world paradigm, according to Fisher, consists of 
clear-cut inferential argumentative structures and where "rationality is determined by subject 
matter knowledge, argumentative ability, and skill in employing the rules of advocacy in 
given fields" (378). To construct or evaluate an argument in terms of the rational world 
paradigm one must have knowledge of the traditional prepositional structures of argument 
where one proposition (evidence) is used to support another (claim). 
Many environmentalists' communications have been labeled as irrational because 
these communications do not meet the criteria of the rational world paradigm. The public and 
many environmental advocates seemingly lack the subject-matter expertise required to 
effectively participate in the rational world paradigm that constitutes much debate over 
environmental hazards. Moreover the public and many environmental advocates seemingly 
lack the rhetorical competence to construct a rational and valid argument. When the public 
seeks to challenge the communication offered by policy experts, the public's rhetoric is often 
cast as being irrational, lacking sound logic, and emotionally charged. In their analysis of 
"environmentalist hysteria," Killingsworth and Palmer note that many in the scientific 
community view public and oppositional arguments designed to raise awareness of the 
problems of pollution as ill-founded because of the public's inability to distinguish between 
perceived and actual risk (9). This negative evaluation, its own form of argument, claims 
that environmentalists' assertions that toxins pose a threat are invalid and irrational because 
there is no evidence to support the claims that environmentalists advance. 
Not only are such public communications deemed as invalid, but they are also seen 
as, if not corrected by the methods of the rational world paradigm, socially and politically 
dangerous since such communication is believed to cultivate and further public irrationality 
and hysteria. 
When public life appears emotional, it is assumed to be imperiled: either the political 
official is exhibiting a loss of the self-control essential for responsible administration 
of the state, or the public audience is succumbing to those irrational impulses that are 
amplified by massing bodies and can lead to demonstrations, riots, and the breakdown 
of the social order. 
(Hariman and Lucaites 5) 
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Debating and discussing policy issues in emotional terms and through the acts of what many 
deem as irrational acts of protest can lead to political and civic anarchy. To avoid such 
public and political disarray and to maintain the social order deliberations on policy and 
political matters must be performed within a mode of rationality and rhetoric free from the 
emotions, a method guided by the knowledge of analytical reasoning and the competence in 
constructing analytic arguments. 
Environmental movements face additional constraints in their efforts to communicate 
the problems of toxins and pollutants through the use of visual rhetoric given its affiliation 
with emotional appeals and the spectacle. Many scholars in rhetoric and communication 
acknowledge the "pictorial turn," but some view the emergence of visuals as contributing to 
the demise of rational political deliberation. Kathleen Hall Jamieson concedes that dramatic 
visual images are replacing memorable words and that immediate visceral responses 
common to images are replacing the more reflective and analytic activities associated with 
linguistic forms of communication (x). The rise of the image in American public and 
political life has led, according to Boorstin, to a society marked by "planned, contrived, or 
distorted" visual communication, which is more vivid, more attractive, more impressive, and 
more persuasive than reality itself' (36). The clearest example of the contrived and visual 
oriented pseudo-event is the political photo-opportunity, an event in which the public can 
more easily evaluate the politician's visual performance than evaluate the support for his 
position on policy issues. Because of the seemingly manipulative manner of the image, some 
scholars have suggested that visual rhetoric be dismissed as a serious communicative practice 
and replaced by the supposedly more rational and analytic attributes of spoken and written 
rhetoric (see Postman). 
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But as some scholars have criticized the use of visual rhetoric, labeling it as 
promoting irrational and emotive responses and displacing the real and rational with the 
contrived image, environmentalists have found that visual rhetoric can successfully raise 
awareness of issues pertaining to toxins. Szasz, in his analysis of the images of Love Canal, 
asserts that the images of Love Canal were able to successfully circulate through the public 
airwaves and within the public consciousness because the images of disarray and unrest from 
the site of the environmental hazard were consistent with a visual culture accustomed to 
dramatic images of disorder and a public audience accustomed to highly charged and 
emotional images. 
In addition to the images of disorder noted by Szasz, contemporary environmentalists 
have also adopted the strategy of the pseudo-event, most notably in what De Luca has 
referred to as image events. Image events are "staged acts of protest designed for media 
dissemination" such as Greenpeace's efforts to disrupt the whaling efforts of Russian ships 
by positioning their zodiac boats (Image Events 315). These visual spectacles generate 
media attention and subsequently raise public awareness of the issues because of their 
distribution through the primary channel of contemporary communication, television. Critics 
of this environmentalist strategy suggest, however, that image events have no correlation to 
the traditional and more civil forms of rational deliberation and rhetoric. These staged acts of 
protest are simply irrational and uncivil acts of protest designed merely to draw attention to 
those staging the events (De Luca Image Politics 17). The massing of bodies for protest 
merely equates, from the perspective of the critics of image events, to the loss of the social 
order and the loss of a rational mode of deliberation. 
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The emotionally charged images that mark contemporary visual culture and the 
negative reception of image events raise the question as to whether a more analytic form of 
visual rhetoric exists in contemporary society, a visual rhetoric that can be deemed by the 
public as rational. If, as Foss notes, one area of evaluating visual rhetoric is to consider 
whether it contributes to rational debate, then the examples noted by Szasz and DeLuca, 
while effective in prompting attention to the issues, seem to fall short of being characterized 
as rational. So the question that emerges is whether a more rational form of visual rhetoric 
exists and if so, then can this more rational approach change the perceptions of an audience 
accustomed to images of disorder? 
Understanding the Movement's More Rational Visual Rhetoric 
The visual rhetoric explored in my study shares similarities to the expert and rational 
world paradigm in that the movement draws from certain fields of expertise, as evident in the 
form of cultural rationality, to advance certain propositions with respect to toxic 
environments. In order to consider how the visual rhetoric of the environmental justice 
movement seeks to change the audience through a more rational approach, one needs to 
identify the ways in which cultural rationality, those events tied to the intrusions and 
implications of corporate practice, support specific assertions advanced by the environmental 
justice movement. 
To develop a way to understand how the assertions are supported, I first turn to 
Walter Fisher's notion of the narrative paradigm, whose relevance to evaluations of the 
visual and to the environmental justice movement become apparent when considering 
Fisher's concept in conjunction with the notion of cultural rationality. Fisher sees the 
narrative paradigm as a potential means to address the limits of public participation in 
contemporary society. Rather than seeing analytic argument as the paradigmatic mode of 
communication, Fisher views "good reasons" as the way in which decisions are made and 
that good reasons vary in form among situations, genres, and media" (383). In this regard, an 
evaluation of the visual rhetoric of the movement is not solely focused on the form of the 
argument but rather the reasons and evidence that are used to support specific positions. In 
addition, Fisher notes that the "production and practice of good reasons are ruled by matters 
of history, biography, culture, and character" (383). Fisher's definition of good reasons can 
be seen as generated from one's cultural rationality, specifically the historical, biographical, 
and cultural intrusions, impacts, and implications brought about by industry's practices. 
These good reasons then become manifest in the visual rhetoric of the movement as they are 
used to advance a claim that the practices and intrusions of industry may indeed be ethically 
questionable. Therefore, the rationality of the movement's visual rhetoric can be understood 
in terms of how the movement uses its expertise as the good reasons and support for its 
position. 
Cultural rationality becomes a form of public knowledge, knowledge that comes into 
being through the use of visual rhetoric. Specific historical event are recounted and retold in 
such a way as to generate a claim that industry's practices may be questionable. 
Additionally, the use of these impacts, intrusions, and good reasons prompt the public to 
reconsider how debates and discussions on toxins are framed. What the movement seeks, in 
the use of its good reasons, is to have the audience accept its claims by questioning the 
standards previously used to evaluate the good reasons that are common to matters of toxins. 
The movement contends that debates and the evaluation of these debates on toxins need to be 
situated not in matters of scientific expertise and the rational world paradigm but rather in 
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terms of what the public considers as the good and the just. Moreover, the movement, by 
turning away from images of disorder and of the spectacle, challenges the social and cultural 
norms that produce a visual culture accustomed to such images. 
An audience encountering the visual rhetoric of the environmental justice movement 
may have little experience with the impacts and intrusions residents of fenceline communities 
face. In fact, cultivating an understanding of the lives of these residents is an important 
function for the movement. Even though the audience may have little knowledge of the lives 
of fenceline residents, they are still competent to define what constitutes a just or harmful 
action. Changing the audience thus amounts to making the public reconsider the ethics of 
institutional and industrial practices by making known the practices that promote a visual 
culture that fosters images of disorder and the aftermath. Instead of being situated within the 
visual culture marked by emotionally charged and seemingly irrational images, the visual 
rhetoric of the movement is embedded within the practice of argumentation, a "practice that 
has an essentially ethical dimension" (Crosswhite 36). 
People make conflicting claims on each other's being-in-the-world in the largest 
sense. Each of us is a disclosure of the world, an uncovering of entities; however, 
each of these disclosures is in some respects different from all the others. And yet 
these disclosures make claims on each other. These claims often need to be 
reconciled with the idea of justice: that beings of the same kind to be treated in the 
same way. Argumentation is the attempt to reconcile the claims of different 
disclosures of the world in a way that is fair and just. (Crosswhite 36) 
The visual rhetoric of the movement offers a different disclosure of the world, one that 
critiques the practices of industry but which also challenges the norms of visual culture. As 
such, the movement's visual rhetoric shares similarities to classical conceptions of rhetoric, 
similarities most evident in Aristotle's definition of deliberative rhetoric: 
The end of the deliberative speaker is the expedient or harmful; for he who exhorts 
recommends a course of action as better, and he who dissuades advises against it as 
worse; all other considerations, such as the justice and injustice, honour and disgrace, 
are included as accessory in reference to this (125). 
The end of the visual rhetoric of the movement is to argue that the practices of industry are 
harmful. Yet the harm resulting from industrial practices is not necessarily nor solely the ill-
health effects that many see as attributable to certain toxins nor is the visual rhetoric solely 
engaged in matters of the just. The visual rhetoric of the movement argues for a more 
rational form of action, not just in terms of the actions and practices of industry but also in 
terms of the actions and practices of the public. 
Using Intrusions and Impacts to Change the Actions of Industry and the Public 
As I indicated in Chapter One of this study, photography has had a defining role in 
shaping the American public's relation to and understanding of the environment. Central to 
the public's understanding of these photographs has been the noted visual convention in 
which civilization is set apart and often omitted from the pictured landscape. Absent of any 
traces of civilization, the images attempt to construct a sense of the land in which the 
aesthetics of the natural beauty of the scene can instill and inspire emotional and cultural 
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values. This landscape aesthetic remains a contemporary visual convention for some 
photographers, yet photographers, especially those engaged in the cause of environmental 
justice, have sought to move beyond this particular visual convention and to construct images 
that instead serve as records of the ways in which industry has disturbed and impacted certain 
parcels of land. Instead of picturing the pristine areas of wilderness, the environmental 
justice movement documents and makes visible the various scars and effects of industrial 
activity on the places that people live, work, and play. 
In its critique of sustainable development, the environmental justice movement 
asserts that industry neglects the value of the spaces and the people who inhabit the 
environment that borders its facilities, spaces that inhibit industries' continued expansion and 
growth. The text that accompanies the images in both the Berry and Misrach photo-essay 
and in the "Shell Games" report provides a wealth of the repeated intrusions and impacts on 
residents of the various communities of Cancer Alley. Dow Chemical, for instance, has 
buried chemicals that have found their way in the drinking water of local residents. Shell has 
purchased property to expand its operations, displacing residents and the cultural institutions 
that mark their lives, and the photographs present a vision of the spaces now shared by the 
residents and refineries of Cancer Alley. These are not neighborhoods, however, that mirror 
the landscaped and manicured communities of suburban America. Instead, the 
neighborhoods of Cancer Alley are visually unappealing, identified by the aesthetic in which 
industry and the remnants of community life are juxtaposed. 
And while the visual rhetoric advances an understanding of the situation these 
residents face and also advance the norms by which debates over sustainability occur, they, 
nonetheless, fall into a pattern of a visual culture that promotes the visual of the aftermath. 
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The visual rhetoric documents the loss of certain physical and material spaces and objects 
that have been instrumental in shaping the community's identity. And as Eugene's account 
demonstrates, the loss of such material objects and physical spaces has resulted in the need 
for him to begin a new life and new identity. The visual rhetoric simply affords a record of 
the effects of what has occurred in the communities constituting Cancer Alley. Changing the 
audience through a more rational approach requires a visual rhetoric that challenges the 
practices that foster a visual culture of the aftermath, practices that also foster a visual culture 
that offers visible evidence of the sites and spaces of environmental and communal 
displacement. 
Similar to the images of the people who populate Cancer Alley, the visuals from 
Sharon Stewart's "Toxic Tour of Texas" and the Refinery Reform Organization's report 
"Code of Silence" also draw from the cultural rationality of people who have lived with the 
threats of industrial toxins. Yet in Stewart's work, a more rational and deliberative approach 
is taken, one that provides a new identity for the audience and challenges the practices that 
foster a visual culture of disorder and the aftermath. The actions of Ken Sirmons and Tom 
Arnold are justified by their trust and faith in the ability of technocratic rationality and the 
good of the state and industry to warn them of any potential threat. But even without direct 
knowledge of the hazards of living in a toxic environment one can question the rationality 
and expediency of purchasing fruit and vegetables in the space inhabited by Sirmons. In 
other words, one does not need to be an expert in the scientific and technical communities to 
question whether Sirmons' actions may be potentially harmful. Evaluating Sirmons' actions 
is also not dependent on the inability of science and technology to determine the probability 
of harm that may result form the Superfund site. Rather, evaluating Sirmons' actions needs 
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to be seen within the context of the reliance that the public has on expert systems, especially 
in cases related to environmental health. In terms of deliberative rhetoric and argument, the 
visual rhetoric employed by Stewart challenges the actions of Sirmons, contesting his belief 
and that of the public that the technical procedures in place at the Superfiind site will 
adequately address any problems that may arise. 
The image of Steger, in addition to expressing the same faith in expert and 
technological systems that Sirmons exhibits, also illustrates another institutional practice that 
fosters a particular set of social norms pertaining to the public's actions and understandings 
of toxins and pollutants. 
We now confront a situation that is as dangerous as it is ironic. Whereas science 
typically seeks reliable knowledge through laboratory experiments, in the case of 
large-scale technologies, the process has been reversed. Before scientists can learn 
about the long-term risks of our mega-technologies, they have to first build and 
implement them in society at large. (Fischer 54) 
Steger, and the residents who live in the reclaimed neighborhood, become the results, the 
evidence, of the long-term risks of a site reclamation project. These residents, in essence, 
become part of the experiment, and the image of Steger, which shows the effects of his 
illness, suggests that the cause of his illness is the failure of the scientific experiment, the 
failure of the reclaimed site to be a non-hazardous place to live. Furthermore, Steger 
represents another institutionally sanctioned norm, industrial fatalism, that creates a certain 
public understanding and, in many cases, a public acceptance of toxins and environmental 
health. As Fischer notes: "While the public must live with the obvious threats of 
uncontrolled techno-industrial development, its citizens are unable either to account for the 
existence of such threats or to accurately identify the culpable individuals" {Citizens 53). 
Steger admits that he knew the residential area was once the site of a creosote plant and the 
site of potentially hazardous area. Yet lacking the resources and competence to fully account 
for the potential threat, the only recourse left to Steger and other residents of the 
neighborhood to verify the danger was through the occurrence of any visible evidence of 
health effects. In other words, the only way to account for the danger was through the 
eventual realization of the failed results that the reclaimed residential neighborhood was a 
safe environment. In this regard, the image of Steger merely records the aftermath of the 
failed experiment. The image/text critiques the practices that led to Steger's condition, yet it 
fails to prevent the occurrence from happening to Steger. To prevent occurrences such as 
Steger's from happening industry and the public alike must change their actions and practices 
with respect to toxic environments. Industry and the public must revise their actions that 
foster faith in expert systems and belief in the society as lab and industrial fatalism as norms 
of contemporary society. 
The image of Steger, as well as the images of Shaza's young child and of Othello 
from the "Code of Silence" report all operate through the inference that the visible health 
effects are in some way caused by the toxic environments that these individuals find 
themselves in. Moreover, these images of the physical scars and physiological effects serve 
to promote an emotional response on the part of the audience, a response that, when 
considering the reasons used to advance the claim, is in fact questionable given the reasons 
available to support the claim. These images may show the harmful effects of toxins and of 
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the unjust practices of industry, yet they also fall short of fully offering a formal coherence 
between the evidence and claim advanced. The images simply lack the good reasons and the 
formal coherence needed to prompt the emotional response and the critique of industry's 
practices. What is needed, and exemplified in the image/text of Sczepanik, is a form of 
advocacy that shifts away from the image of the aftermath and the image of disorder and 
which promotes a course of action on the part of the public that is proactive and preventative 
rather than passive and reactionary. 
Clearly, the efforts of Lailey Sczepanik to independently gather the information she 
deemed as important to her family's health suggests that the practices of the state and 
industry in overseeing the health and welfare of its citizens is unjust, unfair, and inadequate. 
Moreover, Sczepanik exemplifies the change in the audience and the more rational approach 
to visual rhetoric that can challenge the actions and norms that construct a public that seems 
particularly responsive to images of disorder. Rather than waiting for the failed experiment, 
the ill-health effects that may result from her children drinking the water, Sczepanik instead 
becomes proactive, insisting that she have access to reports on the quality of the water. She 
refuses to take part in the lager societal experiment in which failure may amount to 
subsequent health problems of her children and the images that may document these health 
problems. Rather than viewing herself as lacking the ability to account for the existence of 
the threats from toxins, Sczepanik chooses to call industry and the state to account by 
insisting that she be provided with the information that may prevent her and her children 
from becoming another image of disorder and another record of the personal aftermath of the 
failed social toxic experiment. 
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Conclusion 
I want to conclude this chapter and this study not with an image or photograph but 
rather with the textual description of a toxic rationality as expressed by Rita Carlson, a 
former resident of Texas. 
So what's the secret to making people's minds click? It's just like my husband, 
Mike, and I said a month after we were in this in Texas City. It's going to take dead 
bodies on the sidewalks. It's going to take little children laying in hospital beds that 
are deformed and sick from these odors and waste. (http : //www, humanities-
interactive.org/texas/toxic/) 
Frustrated by what she sees as a lack of public initiative and understanding with respect to 
the problems of toxins and pollutants, Carlson concedes that the only motivation for the 
American public to take action when it comes to matters pertaining to toxins and pollutants is 
after they have seen the images of disorder she describes. Carlson's comments illustrate the 
problems contemporary environmental movements face with respect to employing visual 
rhetoric as a means to promote social action. Seemingly, the only means by which the public 
may take action is by becoming aware of the issues of toxins through dramatic visuals. 
Yet, as I noted, promoting social action through such a visual rhetoric is ethically 
questionable and irrational when considering that the subjects of these images are the result 
of institutional practices and public action that foster a particular way of seeing. Instead of 
visualizing the victims that result from the practices of industry, the rhetoric of the movement 
should focus on ways to change public perception and action by illustrating the unjust 
practices that underlie the need to document such failed experiments. If the public is 
accustomed to the constructs of industrial fatalism and society as lab and subsequently 
ignorant of industry's ethics then one means to change the public is through the use of visual 
rhetoric that provides an alternative course of action, one that prevents the intrusions and 
impacts common to industrial fatalism and society as lab. By making visible an alternative 
cultural rationality, one that questions the faith in the technocratic approach by promoting the 
precautionary principle, a more rational critique of the practices of industry may take place, 
one that lies in stark contrast to and is much preferable to the emotional and catastrophic 
images of dead bodies lining the streets. The other option is to wait for the images of 
disorder to materialize and to rely on a form of rationality that allows for such images of 
disorder to occur. 
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